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  For my beloved mother, Gloria, who believed in me long before I had the courage to believe in myself.


  For my dearly departed aunts, Sherry and Barbara, who through incredible challenges always remained equal parts pretty and powerful.


  For our little family’s matriarch, Grandmother Katie, you are my heart.
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  Expressing gratitude is something I do every morning when I write a single line in my little personal journal about what I’m most grateful for. I picked up this habit from an episode of Oprah. My daily practice of written gratitude is consistent at this point, but I’ll admit, I’m shamefully bad at conveying just how deep my gratitude runs to the people who most deserve to know. Here is my feeble attempt to remedy that deficit.


  Mother, I could write an entire book expressing all of the lessons you’ve taught me, and all of the reasons I’m eternally grateful for them and for you. Actually, I intend to do just that one day soon. In the meantime, you should know the gift I’m most grateful for is my faith. Without imposing your faith on to me, you fostered an environment that allowed me to discover God’s grace and understanding for myself. You led by example and demonstrated that while the road was not promised to be easy, it was always worth it. Most importantly, you constantly show me that all blessings flow from and through Him, that while I make efforts to follow His will, ultimately I am just a vessel for his work. That’s why every day before I go on air, I pray the prayer we prayed together before my very first on-air appearance (as I sat in my car at 3 am nervous out of my mind for my debut on The NFL Network), “God take my tongue and guide it as you would have it deliver the words of your will. In Jesus name, Amen.” As I continue on this incredible journey, I know that I can never do anything on my own, it’s all Him. He is ordering my steps (remember when you made me sing that song in church as a kid? I wonder if the congregation has forgiven me for assaulting their eardrums?), every single step of the way. My ability to weather the ups and downs of this crazy business is completely due to your fierce installation of an unshakable faith, and my knowing whose I am. I love you forever, Mom.


  Christina A. Jackson, when I say this book would not have been possible without you, you know I mean that in the most literal sense. While we settled on the title “Developmental Editor” there is really no title in the world that would adequately describe what you’ve done for this book. When Pretty Powerful was in a state of crisis and on the verge of becoming something that I was not proud of, you stepped in. You took my words and vision and magically wove them together in a way that created a voice and compelling narrative that perfectly fits my idea of what Pretty Powerful was always supposed to be. You saved this book and I’ll always be grateful to you for that, and for being my rock and best friend for almost 20 years.


  All the talent, intelligence, and hard work in the world doesn’t matter unless it’s coupled with opportunity. I would never have been able to embark on this incredible journey without so many supporters, mentors, and professional thought partners gifting me with unimaginable, life-changing opportunities:


  Mo’Kelly, thank you for being the very first person to allow me to dabble in the space of talk radio and flex my legal chops on your program. I didn’t even know I wanted to do radio, but your invitation led to the most pivotal moment in my media career.


  Robin Bertulucci, thank you for giving a rookie the chance to guest host on the #1 talk radio station in LA. You told me there was a special place in hell for women who didn’t help other women, which clearly means there is a special place in heaven for you.


  Marc Watts, thank you for mentoring me through this crazy broadcasting business. From the days that I was begging to get on air (thanks for finally letting me take a swing at it on NFL AM) to every consequential television job I’ve had since, you’ve been in my corner. I’m eternally grateful.


  Bill O’Reilly, no one has ever had a larger platform in cable news, and I’m so very thankful that you chose to share a small part of it with me. Granting me an opportunity to show the world my ability to analyze the law, politics, and culture on your program every week completely changed my career trajectory. Thank you for that.


  Sean Hannity, when I was still very green in this business you made the effort to cultivate my talent and encourage me to fight for a multiplatform presence in an industry that prefers to keep talent in narrow boxes. I’ll never forget your support and constant positivity. Thank you. xi


  Adrienne Lopez, to the first woman to actually pay me to be on television: thank you, thank you, thank you! A lot of people talk about “value” but you encouraged HLN to actually step up and show that value. I’ll always be grateful for that.


  Henry Mauldin, when I was still very much trying to figure out the next step, you were a safe and supportive space for me to vent, inquire, and explore. Thank you for experience and wisdom.


  Crystal Johns, when I wanted to go from cable freelancer to CBS News correspondent, you didn’t laugh me out of your office. You took me seriously and supported my pairing with the Tiffany Network. That was a real game changer. Thank you.


  Matt Sorger and Will Horowitz, being agents for a lawyer is not for the faint-hearted. You two are real pros and you always see the big picture. Your genuine belief in me and my enormous vision is invaluable. I so appreciate you guys.


  Craig Schwab, thank you for calling me back! Who says the cold call doesn’t work? When I started to miss talk radio you supported my journey back to the microphone and together we made WABC history, my friend. Many in this business talk about the need for change and something “different.” Very few take that risk, and you did. I’m forever grateful.


  Ian Kleinert and Jarred Weisfeld, thank you both for believing in this book. This process has been intense and this book is very special to me. I’m thrilled we were able to work together and share this very personal and powerful book with the world.


  Adam Weiss, thank you and the AMWPR Team for “getting it,” and for always being ready to take my professional vision to the next level.


  Marcia Clark, Desirée Rogers, Meghan McCain, Judge Jeanine Pirro, Monica Crowley, Kirsten Haglund, and Frank Luntz, you taking time to share your stories, insight, and experience made this book. I am so grateful to each of you.


  Before I pursued a career in media, I cut my professional teeth as a legal eagle. Bill Diehl, Kevin Tully, James D. (Butch) Williams, thank you for mentoring me as a young attorney and helping me discover my passion for advocacy and being a voice for the voiceless.


  Nothing contributed to shaping my natural intellectual curiosity more than my incredible teachers and professors. Thank you to these brave and selfless educators for lighting a spark in me: Beverly Eury, Jackie Fishman, Jane Prater, Rick Miskolitz, Tom Booker, Jeff Joyce, Jerry Lowe, Dr. Jerma Jackson, Dr. Perry Hall, Dr. Soyini Madison, Shenequa Grey, Esq., and Dr. Winston Riddick.


  Finally, this can be a lonely road, so thank you to the women who support, encourage and inspire me with their friendship: Nichelle Sublett, Porscha Elzy, Tory White, KaDarra Lowe, Lauren Lyster, Isabella Rivera, Adrienne Reed, Natalie Robinson, Candice Petty, and Terri Broussard Williams.
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  EVERY WOMAN
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  This book is a tribute to every woman. It is for women who know they are exceptional, who desire to be successful, and who strive toward greatness in all the opportunities life presents to them. This book is for those who understand that womanhood is a strength that, when fully embraced, is unstoppable. This book is for and about the pretty powerful.


  Over time, I have learned there are many tools needed to create the narrative around who I am and what I can offer the world. Learning early and knowing the critical importance of ensuring my substantive competency, I often struggled to reconcile that aspect of myself with the part of me that is, also, very concerned with appearance. After years of working as a commercial actress and model, and competing in pageants, I absolutely put a lot of time and energy into my look, and how I present myself. For many years I felt like a walking-talking contradiction. I also was absolutely serious about what I had to say concerning the law, politics, and social justice (among other things), yet I remained very thoughtful about how I presented physically, how I sounded when I spoke, and what my mannerisms portrayed. I long believed I needed to choose between what was important to me: what I knew (and could do), or what I looked like.


  The choice between substance and appearance is a false choice. I was incredibly relieved when I discovered in my own professional journey that with the coexistence of attention to both substance and appearance I feel empowered. I learned that I am able to control the message and professional narrative I want to exude. I can thoughtfully employ my substance and aesthetic to convey exactly what I want to about who I am and what I intend to accomplish.


  Pretty powerful is the understanding that as women we have the duality of both “pretty” and “substance” that can (and should) be maximized to achieve any success we set our minds to. Our “pretty” is not a one-size-fits-all prescription, but more accurately, an awareness and leveraging of how we package and present our femininity as an aesthetic that is uniquely authentic and impactful. Our “pretty” is our brand, the visual narrative we create for ourselves, the messaging that screams loudly to all who encounter it. “Substance” (a little easier to grasp and sometimes more comfortable to rely upon) is what we all know it to be. It comes in the form of being ready, prepared, and confident.


  This book, for me, has been a labor of love. In it I share personal stories of my family history, childhood experiences that have undoubtedly influenced my thinking, as well as insight into “womanness” from a range of perspectives. It provides a glimpse into the media world through my eyes, commentary from high-powered women who have accomplished magnitudes in the business world, and an advisory for how to navigate potential pitfalls that sometimes present themselves as a result of being a woman with professional ambition. Writing Pretty Powerful afforded me the incredible opportunity to speak with dynamic women in law, politics, media, and business who have been through the trenches, paved the way, and inspired me and so many others along the way. Each of them has a personal narrative that reinforced that I am not alone in my very real (and often challenging) experience with the duality of substance and appearance. By sharing their experiences in the White House, prosecuting the highest profile murder case in American history, presiding on the bench, or building a million dollar empire, these women assist me in exploring how we can navigate our professional trajectories while also respecting the importance of our aesthetic. While there are significant challenges along the way that can lead to career stagnation, pettiness from other women, or even sexual harassment, we have incredible choice around how we utilize our appearance, coupled with our substance. When we really understand that choice, we will ultimately achieve whatever successes we set ourselves to achieve.


  To the pretty powerful.


  Eboni K. Williams, Esq.


  INTRODUCTION


  “PRETTY” ISN’T A DIRTY WORD
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  My friends have started having babies faster than I can count. I was speaking with one of my girlfriends from college, and she told me a story about her three year old daughter. She and her daughter were waiting in line at the grocery store when a woman behind them leaned down to my friend’s daughter and said “OMG, you’re so pretty!” My friend snapped back, “Please don’t tell her that! She is also very smart. We don’t want her growing up being concerned with the wrong thing.”


  Now, I can completely understand my friend’s preoccupation with making sure her daughter fully appreciates the importance of being an intelligent, bright, and hard-working young woman. But to label “pretty” (i.e. embracing and acknowledging the realistic value assigned to it by the world) as the “wrong” thing to be concerned with, stigmatizes appearance in a way that discounts a very powerful tool in an otherwise fully stocked arsenal; the kind of tool that can take you from good to great, from better to best, and from doing well to winning.


  I still remember so clearly the mix of confidence and anticipation I felt on that 16th of July, just over a year ago. I had finally secured what would turn out to be the meeting with Fox News executives, which ultimately led to being hired as an on-air legal and political analyst (a coveted position for which I’d been on a long, winding-path pursuit!). I was coming out of a correspondent contract with CBS News, and while I learned a tremendous amount during my stint there (for which I’m very grateful), I was anxious to get on air in time for the 2016 presidential election which was quickly approaching. Not only was I ready to be back on air, but I specifically wanted the air time with the Fox News team. I knew my analysis and dialogue brought a newness, and would be a great fit with the existing team. And more importantly, I had started to grow a real connection to the Fox News viewership. The stakes felt incredibly high.


  On-air contributorships are hard to come by. Theoretically, I could have pursued other news outlets, but there was something very compelling about being able to deliver a particularly unique perspective on a network that provides 24/7 news coverage to an unparalleled number of viewers each day. I had met with Fox News executives twice over the past three years, so had some idea what I’d be asked and how the conversation would flow but I didn’t want to leave anything to chance. I went into complete preparation mode.


  I knew I had to be clear and concise with what I wanted to convey. To say these executives were busy with no time to waste would be an under exaggeration. I would be lucky if the meeting lasted longer than fifteen or twenty minutes. I knew I’d have to maximize each moment I had their attention in that room, and do my best to make an impact. My mission was to persuade these hiring executives that I would be a value-add to this company. It was a tall order because Fox News is the reigning cable news network by many miles. So why did they need me? That was the question I was responsible for answering in that meeting, and if I didn’t answer it to their satisfaction, my dreams of covering this election on Fox News would be over. I needed to convey that I was knowledgeable, credible, and professional. But they had a million people on staff who already fit that description. I needed to offer something different: a fresh, unique, relatable presence that pushed the boundaries of what the network’s viewers expected.


  I consciously thought through each element and came up with specific ways to get the point across for each one. In addition to what I planned to verbalize to these executives, I knew that my mere presence and presentation would send a message long before I uttered a word. I knew I’d be assessed by what I looked like when I walked into that room. In addition to all my preparation for the conversation, I also thought seriously about what I would wear, how I would style my hair, and what my makeup would look like.


  Now, before you write those concerns off as superficial, consider the reality that the very first impression most of us make is based on physical appearance. When we encounter someone, before we engage in conversation, we all make assessments about what that person values and what they can offer based on what you think about their physical appearance. It can be a taboo reality, but a reality nonetheless. Ultimately, I decided on a bright vermilion sheath dress with a high neckline and hem that hit right at the knees (a well-covered, but still feminine dress silhouette), nude stiletto pumps (a conservatively colored “daytime” shoe), minimal bronzy makeup, and loose waves in my hair (to add a little ease to the ensemble). That look, to me, sent the message that I am a serious professional, with a classic personality and respect for family values, but with a fresh, youthful energy.


  We proceeded to have a twenty minute conversation where I recalled my courtroom experience, my time in post-Katrina Louisiana politics, and training at various other media outlets. After I sold my ability to be fair and reasonable but firm with a point of view, completely prepared for commentary on a wide range of topics, and strong enough to go toe to toe with Bill O’Reilly each week, I was told by an executive that I seemed like a “tough cookie” and was offered the job.


  Fox News was launched in 1996 by Roger Ailes, a man whose professional background was a hybrid of politics and entertainment as he advised presidents Nixon, Reagan, and George H. W. Bush, but started his career as a producer for the “Mike Douglas Show.” Ailes passed away in 2017, but read any book about him and you’ll learn that when he launched Fox News he had an unwavering understanding that television is a visual medium. During a meeting I had with Ailes shortly after joining the network as a contributor, he told me, “What it looks like matters. What you say and how you say it matters, too. But every news executive in the country has at least four broadcasts on at any one time. They are trying to anticipate what audiences want. Audiences will go with great news, but first it needs to catch their eye.” Ailes then asked me to look at the screens and tell him where my eye went. I told him, “I’m drawn to Governor Nikki Haley.” Haley was wearing a yellow jacket in an interview that she was doing on a competing network. Ailes was not pleased about the competing network part, but he made his point. My eye went to what was visually appealing and then I wanted to hear what she had to say. Whether I stayed tuned was up to what she said and how she said it.


  As such, what you look like matters, a lot. When you provide news coverage, some people see being concerned with the visual appeal as a contradiction to your substantive work. Not Ailes. He understood that this attention to the visual appeal was what made television news, and particularly cable news where you are charged with holding an audience’s attention at all times, which is different from print or radio. In a multimedia society people can consume their news from anywhere, including social media now. The burden is on these networks to provide the best overall product, and Ailes made no secret of his ambition to deliver news content that also looked better than anything else available. Fox News has been the number one rated cable news network for fifteen of the twenty years it’s been on air.


  I can never know the exact determining factor in being extended that offer, but I am certain that if I didn’t “look the part,” I would not have even had the opportunity to have that conversation about my other, more merit-based qualifications. Studies have shown that good looks help you get ahead in business, whether you’re a woman or a man. Specifically, it’s shown that aesthetically pleasing people are usually hired sooner, get promotions more quickly, and are paid more than their less-aesthetically pleasing coworkers. In fact, if you’re a man, attributes like a full head of hair, wearing tailored suits, and being tall all make you more likely to be paid attention to and convey authority and to have others (men and women) want to be around you. Those traits absolutely make a man’s aesthetic a part of his power ascent. It’s been speculated that good looks helped the political ascents of many men including President John F. Kennedy, former Democratic vice-presidential nominee John Edwards and Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau. But it’s also clear that while these factors can impact a man’s professional journey, that impact is nowhere near as prevalent as how much a woman’s appearance affects her power ascent.


  I’m not suggesting that this immediate aesthetic evaluation is right or wrong. I am asserting that it is real and persistent. While your look matters more when you work in certain industries like television or entertainment, how you physically present matters in business, the law, real estate, and almost every other profession. No matter what industry you’re in, every industry is about branding and messaging, and how you look plays a large part in that.


  I was taught this lesson long before entering the news industry. I learned it as a child. I had my first head-shots taken at six years old when I was signed to a local talent agency in Charlotte, North Carolina where I grew up. Much of my mother’s parenting style was adopted by her observing the trajectories of highly successful people. My mother watched successful women around her and noticed that there were quite a few dynamics at play. She figured out that for me to have the best chance for success, I needed to employ as many of those attributes as possible. She knew that teaching me how to tap into my femininity, personality, and attractiveness would only bolster my power source and unlock an even broader scope of opportunity. After repeatedly being told that I would be good for commercials, my mother tried to make good on what seemed like public opinion and took me to an agency’s open casting call. I was signed on the spot. I quickly started getting called into auditions for various commercials. Everything from grocery stores, car companies, and clothing retailers would hold castings where I and all the other hopefuls would go and present in-person. The company representatives would take a look at us, possibly ask us to say a few words, and decide if we were a good fit for their brand. Would we be able to persuade the public to buy the company’s product?


  In addition to commercial gigs, I was also competing in pageants as a young child. One day after a ballet class my mother sacrificed to put me in (after taking her cue from the affluent parents whose children she drove on a school bus as one of her part-time jobs), a classmate’s grandmother asked my mother if she had ever considered entering me into a beauty pageant. Pageants were a rich girl sport, and since we could barely afford the activities I was already participating in, the answer was “no.” This woman insisted that pageants were another way to broaden my horizons and enhance my confidence, sportsmanship, and the all-important “stage presence” (all amazing tools for success). She assured my mother that the expensive entry fees and wardrobe costs could be covered by sponsors, and that I could even win college scholarships if I performed well. The words “college scholarship” were music to my mother’s ears, and within a month I was competing in my first pageant.


  My first competition was a preliminary contest, otherwise known as a “local” pageant, which ultimately led to the state finals for the title “Miss Cinderella,” an international scholarship pageant that for thirty years has been the largest and most prestigious scholarship-oriented pageant of its kind. These experiences were my introduction to understanding that the way I looked was a value-add.


  After many years of auditioning for, booking, and shooting commercials, and participating in over fifteen pageant competitions—sometimes winning, sometimes left standing in the background (painfully) clapping as first runner up—I figured out something very important: if I could successfully yield my look to sell a product and market myself as an organization (or a state, even!), I could also yield my look to sell a message. Everything about your appearance is an opportunity to convey something intentionally important. This notion drives the concept of being Pretty Powerful, and my realization around it serves as motivation to share these stories in this book.


  While my mother was unapologetically aware that what we learned was a commercially appealing look, she was never naive to the short-term nature of aesthetic value. Coming from generational poverty, my mother also knew to instill the lessons of academic success, education, and professional ambition from the time I was in kindergarten. She had a simple saying, “poor people don’t have time to play.” She made it known that while the pageants and commercials I participated in on the weekends were extracurricular and part of my development, nothing would better position me to escape our economic situation than a full education.


  My mother remains a woman with enormous expectations. From the time I started school, she demanded academic excellence. B’s were unacceptable. When I would question why it was necessary to make all A’s all the time or end up on the receiving end of severe discipline, her answer was that I could not afford to be average in any way. She made it clear that as a young black girl from a poor neighborhood, there were lots of preconceived notions about who I was and what I could offer the world. To curb those negative narratives, I would have to employ every tool and develop a fully stocked arsenal to demonstrate excellence.


  Her message was clear: being a pretty girl could get me into the room, so that was important, but it would never keep me there. If I intended to stay in any room long enough to make a real change and ascend to any position of power, I would need to possess substantive excellence and impeccable credibility. That is why grades counted, degrees mattered, and work ethic and experience were important. That is also a large part of why going to law school and becoming a member of the American Bar Association became my dream.


  Now, being a credentialed practitioner of the law affords me many gifts, but the most valuable one is credibility. I know I’m ready for the competition. When I walk into any room with my aesthetic carefully considered and my credentials known, I am unstoppable, and any woman who leverages the balance between her optimal aesthetic and her hard-earned substance will be the same.


  CHAPTER 1


  A CAUTIONARY TALE
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  From an early age I learned the immeasurably valuable lesson that everything about your appearance is an opportunity to convey something about yourself. I continue to practice this same thoughtfulness—which served me throughout my college entrance interviews, law firm interviews, and court appearances as a practicing attorney—everyday as a Fox News contributor where my goal is to deliver legal and political analysis in a way that resonates its truth and power with the viewers who consume it.


  In deciding to wear my hair up to an appearance, I am deliberately saying I want to be taken more seriously and deflect my sex appeal. A choice to wear white may be an effort to balance a particularly difficult argument I need to make about rape or gun violence. If I want to have the ability to make a very aggressive argument about a client or issue, a neckline that shows more skin is a good decision, but never so much cleavage as to undermine my credibility and ability. So much about the thought process of presentation is about cultivating an intention on the front end and then making choices about appearance based on that intention. There are times for a woman in business that may call for a relaxed tone and temperament to achieve a goal, consequently the look might need to depart from a strictly traditional or conservative business look. Likewise, if a meeting calls for a more assertive or demanding transaction, it is wise to balance that with a softer, more feminine look. This is a bold strategy for women to seize the opportunity to define, own, and achieve a successful professional agenda, but as we know, success isn’t defined by “prettiness” alone. Short-changing the substantive part of the equation when tapping into pretty power—which can be tempting because it requires time-consuming hard work to earn—will inevitably result in failure.


  As I write this book, a chief concern of promoting “pretty” as powerful has the potential to be misleading. Questions circle around the possibility that readers could misinterpret the title as implying that simply being pretty is enough to leverage power. To be clear, it is not. In fact, the proportions of substance and style are (in most cases) not even equal. An interpretation of the Pretty Powerful premise to mean style over substance as the pathway to power and success is missing the point. And any woman who elects to focus on looks, at the exclusion of developing substantive building blocks, will do themselves a tremendous disservice.


  The significance of that imbalance cannot be overstated. The time and effort spent on maximizing the aesthetic can become a complete waste if the investment to be substantively capable is not already in place. It is a mistake only to place value on great hair, makeup, and wardrobe. Resources must be committed to attaining academic credentials, relevant professional experience, and the highly important strong work ethic to have the best chance at achieving your goals.


  Conversely, however, it is also a mistake in many situations to rely on substance alone. The balance of the duality is necessary, but delicate, as you’ll hear reiterated in countless considerations throughout the book. In the wake of a widely discussed (and arguably the most attention-getting) election cycle, it seems fitting to begin with examples of a few of America’s most-recognized female politicians.


  Governor Sarah Palin successfully captured the world’s attention with her charm, perceived femininity, and aesthetic appeal when she was first selected to be the Republican party’s nominee for the vice-presidency in 2008. But quickly her substantive vulnerability began to show, and she was unable to convert that initial currency into points on the board.


  Even though most Americans’ first real introduction to Palin was over ten years ago, she’s still a great example to analyze. For a lot of us Millennial-ish, on the cusp women, she was one of the first women who we saw running for a vice-presidency. We missed Geraldine Ferraro, so Palin was it for us, and was one of the first women to be a mother and do it with cross-aisle appeal. For a lot of us, there was something very exciting about it, so to see her, narratively speaking, crumble in a way that started to cast her as not having the goods to back up the sense of possibility was huge.


  Republican presidential nominee John McCain found himself running for the highest office in the world against a young, dynamic political phenomenon named Barack Obama. The seventy-two-year-old Republican needed help, and he seemed to have found it in Palin. She was the sitting governor from Alaska and she was exactly what the flailing McCain campaign needed. The first-term governor was in many ways the remedy the GOP needed for their Obama problem. At forty-two years old she was the youngest governor in Alaska’s history as well as the state’s first female chief state officer. She had a successful record as a local mayor before becoming governor, but Alaska is not exactly the presidential swing state that Ohio or Florida is, so why did the McCain campaign select this unknown governor? She had pretty power in spades. One look at Palin and her classic physical beauty is apparent. With her slim, yet feminine frame, bright white megawatt smile, and big brown eyes, it’s no wonder that she placed second runner up at the Miss Alaska pageant. In addition to her aesthetic appeal, she also mastered a charming, folksy, feminine, yet powerful appeal that came across in her speech cadence and physicality. Her smile, winks, and general warmth all read as inviting and attractive.
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