














PRAISE FOR
Roots and Wings


“Margery is an extraordinary woman who’s making a positive, lasting impact and building a better world … She teaches us how she nurtured a beautiful, active and engaged family while creating, building and running a groundbreaking company.”


—SYLVIA BURWELL, President, American University (2017–present); Secretary, US Department of Health and Human Services (2014–2017); Director, US Office of Management and Budget (2013–2014)


“Margery is a transformational leader who has proven that one can be brilliant, decent, and forward-thinking in life generally and specifically in building a company that helps to prove that one can do well by doing good.”


—DANIEL GLICKMAN, Chairman and CEO, Motion Picture Association of America (2004–2010); Secretary, US Department of Agriculture (1995–2001); US Congressman, Kansas 4th Congressional District (1977–1995)


“Through real-life examples, Margery illustrates how being a good business leader makes us better parents and how good parenting delivers an invaluable skillset to the workplace. Rather than competing, the two goals work together to weave a tapestry that is both stronger and more beautiful than they are alone.”


—LINDA MCMAHON, 25th Administrator, US Small Business Administration (2017–2019); Co-founder and Chief Executive Officer of World Wrestling Entertainment (1982–2009)
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PREFACE


WHY write a book?


Over the years, many people have encouraged me to share the experiences I have had building my company. I just never felt the time was right … and still am not quite there for that kind of book. But when the chance came up to think about what I have learned from my private life that has enabled me to provide a framework to my business life and talk about my personal passions, I was not only intrigued by the idea, but it also felt right to share that part of the journey in the hope that it would help others sort through their own journey.


During the past few years, through my company, APCO Worldwide, I have spent a lot of time in companies with their leaders talking about purpose—why are they in business and what is really important to them? Helping clients articulate “meaning” and “purpose” has been an important part of our work in today’s environment. I realized that all this focus on purpose is also relevant to our personal lives. And, as I have gotten older, I have spent more time thinking about personal purpose … what makes your life relevant and fulfilled and what do you leave behind?


As I have thought about it, I have realized that my personal passions and my work are as intertwined as the stories I tell in the pages that follow about my family and my company. I have always felt that job one was being a good wife, mother, and grandmother. But I have also been blessed with the opportunity to create an extended family of hundreds of others from around the world who have become part of an intimate circle of importance to me—staff I have mentored, clients I have served, and friends I have made along the way.


So when I started my business—I was already thirty-eight and my kids were in junior high or high school—I made a pledge. 1) I didn’t care how big the business would become, I just wanted it to be significant, to make a difference in the lives of our clients and staff, and wherever possible, to take on challenges that could help shape a better world. 2) I wanted to work with smart people who were also nice and decent and liked to work together for the common interests of the firm, not for their own self-importance. 3) I wanted the company to be bound by a common culture that superseded nationality, political leanings, or other traditional groups.


While I didn’t realize it at the time, it was APCO’s purpose to bring together some of the smartest (and nicest) people in their respective fields to create opportunities or solve problems that bring value to our clients and, wherever possible, use the platform created to contribute to a better world. It was my hope that creating this environment and the culture that supported it would provide a career of fulfillment (at least at the professional level) to our people.


I honestly believe this purpose was shared with my view of family. I am a passionate but honest advocate for my children and grandchildren. I have tried my best to provide a stimulating, safe, and loving environment where family values are clear (roots) but paths to happiness are multiple (wings).


I am very proud of the role models my kids and their kids have turned out to be. I like to think, looking back, that this is a great legacy and one that gives significance and meaning to my time on earth.


More than anything, both environments are bound by mutual respect, curiosity, honesty, and hard work. And my life’s motto is to “think big and have passion.”


—Margery Kraus





INTRODUCTION


—————


Work/Family Balance: Can You Have It All?


THE question of how to achieve the perfect balance between work and family is a difficult one. Many believe there is no such thing. Being torn between the demands of work and the pull of family obligations leaves many frustrated and exhausted. How can you do the best job at both? It is a question I have been asked hundreds of times over my career as each new generation tries to find the right answer.


I can only tell you what I have done. The answer for me has been blending the two, so this book is about the convergence of work and personal life. In many ways, my professional success has been a function of a supportive and engaged family, and my ability to be fully engaged with my family has been a function of a fulfilled professional career. It hasn’t always been easy, but it has worked for me, and I hope these personal experiences can give others ideas about how to make this difficult balance work for them.


When it comes to work and family balance, everybody has to have their own formula. The way I’ve done it is not for everyone. My advice is to find your own way and go in with your eyes open.


I come from a generation where it was a given that if I was going to have a career, it was on me. Not that I would do it all by myself; I just couldn’t complain about it. No one was telling me to find a job and work outside the home.


One thing I learned early on was to be in the present. What I mean by that is my model of work and life integration didn’t allow me to carry all my work home and all my problems to work. The second thing that became clear was that I needed to have a really secure spouse and we had to be in agreement on how everything was going to work. Believe me, it took a while for us to adjust, but we agreed it was a partnership that all of us—kids included—would participate in, pitching in. This made all the difference in the world, giving me such a strong support system.


As the kids grew up, they did sacrifice certain things. I didn’t drive carpools—my husband did that more—and I traveled and wasn’t always there to help with their schoolwork or be there for them.


My kids were treated with a level of responsibility and accountability for things at home, which was a necessity for me as a working mom. The kids had to help around the house, which they may have found very difficult or unfair, given their peers most likely had a mom at home. As they went to college and became adults, they really appreciated their responsibilities because they all learned to take care of themselves and work together as a team to get things done for the family. If I did not have that level of support from them, my career would have been impossible.


Listen, I don’t want to make it sound too perfect. There were days that I just wanted to pull my hair out. I didn’t know how I was going to get through it, as it seemed like everything was going wrong.


One particular incident that still haunts me was the day my oldest daughter, Lisa, then about seven or eight, was riding her bike in the neighborhood and got her pants caught in the chain and fell. She was stuck and just lying on the side of the road (we lived on a cul-de-sac, so she was in no danger) until someone saw her and helped her. I was mortified by the thought of my daughter on that street and her mother too far away to help! In retrospect, it wasn’t a big thing, but all working mothers experience something that makes us feel guilty and question our priorities. There is no reason to think that I would have known about this to help any sooner if I were home, but this incident is the kind of thing that would set off any mother trying to balance things and worried about doing everything well.


The societal norms at that time would label me a bad mother, and some school staff and acquaintances would even tell my kids I was a bad mother. It was so upsetting. But on balance, all of us had to work through those things. Communication was key in getting the kids to understand that I was not leaving them, but doing something important for everyone’s benefit. And having a husband who was a helpmate made the hard days easier.


It was gratifying to me that my children were very proud when they would go with me to work and see what I did. I believe this experience made them aspire to do great things in their lives.


Interestingly, I didn’t necessarily plan to have a career, at least not right away. I grew up in a small town where my family had a general store. While the family was well known in our town of three thousand people, they were immigrants. My father immigrated to the US from Poland when he was a toddler, and his family settled in a small mining town in New Jersey called Franklin, where his father became the town baker. After serving in World War II, my father started a surplus store that evolved into a small department store called Safer Trading Company.


My mother was also born in Poland, but she was raised in Cuba because her family could not get papers to come to the United States. They were also bakers, and my mother and father met on a date arranged by their parents, who had become acquainted when my father’s parents were in Cuba on holiday.


Because we owned the town general store (more of a mini department store), all of us kids worked from the time we could remember. The store was open twelve hours a day, six days a week, so we all did our part to help our parents. It was a gathering point for the community, and I learned the power of trusted relationships early, as my father often gave needed credit on a handshake and people never let him down.


My mother often worked in the store as well, leaving to go home to cook dinner and make sure we did our homework and took care of the house. I never really thought of her as a working mom, although, in retrospect, she really had to balance a lot of things. She was very traditional in lots of ways, given her Cuban upbringing and her deference to her husband, whom she adored.


Later in life, my parents would divorce, sell the store, and move on to separate lives, but I was already through college and finding my own path. More on this later.


I have always worked hard and dreamed big. Since my school in Franklin was K–12 in one building, I decided to go to college early and left high school after my junior year to enroll at Knox College in Galesburg, Illinois. (While it was highly unusual for colleges to accept students after their junior year of high school and it was not a common practice, some colleges did if they were satisfied with the student’s grades and test scores were sufficiently compelling.) Many people—my family included—thought that I would go on to do great things, so it was a big surprise when I announced my engagement at age nineteen and our plans to marry the next summer, even before I had finished college.


I married Steve Kraus, a Brooklyn boy who was just finishing law school in Washington, DC. Steve was from a close-knit but very traditional family. I am not sure anyone anticipated that I would look to have a career. At least, it was never discussed. So I finished school, taught for a short time, and had our first child, Lisa. I had thought that when our kids were older, I would follow Steve, go to law school, and perhaps pursue a legal career. To keep my mind alert, I decided to go to graduate school at night, a move my husband fully supported.


What happened next changed everything. Throughout my life, I have always taken on more than perhaps was a reasonable amount of things to juggle. Yet I had always worked hard, so I didn’t mind putting in the effort. And I have always been a sucker for a good opportunity and get easily seduced by things that I believe make a difference.


After having my first child and enrolling in graduate school, I had an opportunity to take on an assignment—a full-time job—for the next six months. I decided it was really something I wanted to do but had no idea how I would pull it off. It required keeping up with household duties, caring for a six-month-old, and going to graduate school while taking on this short-term but full-time job with a start-up educational program using Washington as a classroom—something in which I believed strongly as both a political scientist and teacher. I went from being a stay-at-home mother to trying to balance a trifecta of work, school, and motherhood—all within a relatively new marriage to someone who didn’t sign up for this bargain.


But I was stubborn and wanted to try. I won’t go into the details of that intense schedule of full but fulfilling days, but I will share some of the lessons learned. And yes, I survived, my child survived, and our marriage survived for the next fifty-two years. And we are still going strong after a half century.


In order for me to pursue this opportunity, I had to have a true partnership with my husband, who is a lawyer and had his own career. It was the late 60s, and this was very unconventional. For both of us, it took effort and patience. Over time, we learned how to be true partners to balance our family and work lives. Without this type of unconditional love and buy-in at home, it is difficult for women and men to have any type of work/family balance. This equilibrium is essential. We’ve been fortunate to find a formula that works for us.


One of the side benefits of my having a career is that, over the years, my husband got to develop a special relationship with his children that men of his age rarely got to do. He became a role model of a different kind as well. My husband has gotten a lot of joy out of that special relationship with the children. As the kids grew and watched us as a couple, they looked to us for different things but respected us as individuals, which has been an important aspect of the health of our family.


I learned a lot from my early experiences. I learned to be down-to-earth and approachable. It’s hard not to be when, particularly in the early years, I’d go home, make dinner, do the wash, scrub the floors … I learned to have empathy for staff as they try to juggle it all, and I endeavor to give each of my employees the flexibility they need to manage their work and family lives, understanding that each situation is unique. It’s easier for me to understand what they face because I experienced the push and pull of work and family as a young working mother. I learned the importance of being able to multitask and use time efficiently. I also learned the valuable lesson of sharing your difficulties and your joys with those at home who support you.


When I started my company, I resolved to involve my kids in my work. Now, you might say it was easier for me to do that since it is my company. While you may be right, there are thousands of ways to involve your kids (and grandkids) in what you do for work.


I attended Fortune’s Most Powerful Women Summit a few years ago, and one of the speakers, a J.P. Morgan Chase executive, talked about how she blends work and family. For her executive job, she travels the world and then goes home and spins the globe to show her children the countries to which she’s been and describes the people she’s met, the different cultures, and the problems she seeks to address. She also uses the currencies for a math lesson. On the surface, it may seem difficult to relate international finance to children, but it can be done, and her children are better for it.


Just about any job has multiple aspects that could be made of interest to kids. Challenge yourself, and, believe me, the children can surprise you as well. I never thought my granddaughter Brennan would take an interest in Italian politics, but she did, getting into intense discussions with the staff in Rome while I was in a meeting. The pride I felt as this ten-year-old asked insightful questions of the Italian staff was the thing I remembered most about that trip, and it is a memory that she and I will always share. It also made quite an impression on the Italian staff that I was traveling with my granddaughter, who was so interested in what I did.


So in answer to the question about work/family balance, I believe that it does not exist. The only way I’ve found to “have it all” is to blend work and family, enriching all.


I founded my company in 1984. I have traveled the world many times over, averaging about forty trips and close to a half million miles per year. I have been married for fifty-two years, and we have three children and nine grandchildren. When my children were young, I created the “ten-year-old trip,” first for my kids and now for my grandchildren. This has been an important part of the work/family integration because it both exposes the kids to a world beyond home and gives them a window into my life of work. When they reach their tenth birthday, I travel with the birthday boy or girl to the place they choose in the world (often involving an APCO office), and they have to do intensive research and explain the choice. Generally, the research starts about a year in advance. The trip to Rome I described was a part of Brennan’s (my third granddaughter) ten-year-old trip.
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