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Praise for Becoming Super Woman


“Becoming Super Woman shows you taking care of yourself is not just OK but the only way to succeed.”


—BOBBI BROWN, founder of Bobbi Brown Cosmetics


“Want it all? Who doesn’t?! Nicole provides the secret sauce in Becoming Super Woman. It is a must-read for women looking to thrive in the workforce.”


—BARBARA CORCORAN, founder of The Corcoran Group and investor on Shark Tank


“Nicole is the real deal. Her influence on women to get their finances and career in order is unparalleled. Now, she is helping a generation of women whose working-like-crazy is driving them crazy.”


—REBECCA MINKOFF, founder of Rebecca Minkoff


“Like a confidence-boosting best friend, Nicole Lapin guides you through her own mental health journey while showing you how to channel your inner badass and still save time for yourself. Becoming Super Woman reminds us a hero lives inside all of us—even if we don’t know it yet.”


—PAIGE ADAMS-GELLER, founder of PAIGE


“Burnout is real. Nicole Lapin understands this firsthand, and the steps she lays out will help you become your most balanced, successful self.”


—JULIA HARTZ, cofounder and CEO of Eventbrite


“To become super, we must first take care of ourselves, and we must set our own goals while setting aside unhelpful doubts. Becoming Super Woman reminds us that we can only define success from within.”


—PAYAL KADAKIA, founder and CEO of ClassPass


“The professional women I know are all highly intelligent, ambitious, and career-driven. But we’re not made of steel! Read this book to help master the degree of life and achieve more success than you ever thought possible.”


—ROSIE O’NEILL, cofounder and co-CEO of Sugarfina


“Too many women are on the verge of burnout and breakdown. Becoming Super Woman is the only actionable guide to teach women how to thrive in a world that expects them to be Superwoman!”


—MINDY GROSSMAN, CEO of WW International


“Becoming Super Woman is a timely reminder that we can’t afford to set our own well-being on the backburner. Nicole will help you build the confidence to follow your own gut and create a strong powerful masterpiece that is your life. Every one of us needs a copy.”


—JULIE SMOLYANSKY, CEO of Lifeway Foods


“Becoming Super Woman reminds us that if we try to be all things to all people, we are nothing to no one. The only way to be of value to anyone else is to be of value to yourself first. Nicole’s simple 12 steps get you back on track.”


—JODI GUBER BRUFSKY, founder and Chief Creative Officer of Beyond Yoga


“There comes a time in everyone’s life when we need a hero, and Nicole reminds us that the hero we seek has been inside of us all along. Becoming Super Woman enlightens and empowers in the smart signature voice of a truly super woman.”


—LIZ DEE, co-president of Smarties Candy Company


“Becoming Super Woman should be mandatory reading for all women looking to succeed in their careers.”


—TRACY DINUNZIO, founder and CEO of Tradesy


“Becoming Super Woman is truly eye-opening and inspiring! Nicole is a wonderful role model for women today, for opening up about such a personal struggle—one that so many of us can relate to. Take her guidance to heart, and it will change your life.”


—MARIAM NAFICY, founder and CEO of Minted


“Nicole has done it again! Equal parts vulnerable and smartass Boss Bitch—just our cup of (organic) tea. These are valuable lessons about the importance of self-care, not just for personal wellness but for career success. Now, stop browsing the damn accolades and read the book!”


—ZOË SAKOUTIS AND ERICA HUSS, founders of BluePrint


“Nicole has done it again! Her honesty and realness will make you laugh and learn like you’re hearing from your smart-ass best friend.”


—JASON FEIFER, editor in chief of Entrepreneur Magazine









Praise for Nicole Lapin and previous titles


“Trust her: She’s been there.”


—GLAMOUR


“Nicole Lapin is singularly qualified to demystify money for the millennial set . . . with a no nonsense chic style.”


—ELLE MAGAZINE


“One of today’s brightest young stars in media and a serial entrepreneur.”


—FETE LIFESTYLE MAGAZINE


“Stressing over money and career can harm your overall health. Let Nicole be the doctor for your financial and business health, and you will feel better in more ways than you’d think.”


—DR. OZ


“Nicole’s advice is a swift kick in the pants to the young, ambitious, upstart women out there who want control over their lives, debts, and careers.”


—WENDY WILLIAMS


“The role of women in the workforce is changing, and today women are disrupting the workplace - for the better. Ladies, it’s time to disrupt your own industry. Nicole will show you how.”


—SARA BLAKELY, founder of Spanx


“Nicole’s advice is ON POINT! Here material and delivery is current, real, and entertaining.”


—LAVINIA ERRICO, founder of Equinox


“Whether you want to branch out with your own startup or get ahead in your current job, Nicole knows just how to develop those skills to get you where you want to be. She’s a perfect role model for young women.”


—BRIT MORIN, founder of Brit + Co.


“If you’re a woman and you like money, you need to read this book. Immediately. You can’t afford to miss this one, ladies.”


—ALLI WEBB, founder of Drybar


“Nicole does a fabulous job educating people about money while always keeping it fun and entertaining.”


—ALEXIS MAYBANK, founder of Gilt Groupe


“At last! A book that’s cool enough for my kick-ass teenage daughters, and smart enough for my CEO self!”


—JULIE CLARK, founder of Baby Einstein


“What I love about Nicole is that you don’t need a dictionary to understand her advice. It’s crystal clear, straight up, and spot-on.”


—ALYSSA MILANO, actress and businesswoman


“Nicole delivers expert financial advice straight up, no chaser, in a tone that’s as lively as it is likable.”


—NEIL BLUMENTHAL AND DAVE GILBOA, founders of Warby Parker


“Nicole is the money expert with sensible advice to help you be the CEO of your own life.”


—FRED DELUCA, Founder of Subway


“Essential reading for 21st century women wanting to rise to the top of the economic ladder.”


—REBECCA TAYLOR, designer and cofounder of Rebecca Taylor


“Women are underrepresented among entrepreneurs. Nicole is a great guide to help us close that gap.”


—DANIEL LUBETZKY, CEO and founder of KIND Snacks


“Nicole’s books are fun and engaging and help you build your brand and rock your career.”


—TONY HSEIH, CEO of Zappos


“Nicole brings to life in a highly readable way the real pitfalls and solutions of your career in a complex world.”


—NIGEL TRAVIS, CEO and Chairman of Dunkin Brands


“Lapin’s unfiltered, energetic advice speaks to anyone taking aim at their own career destiny.”


—MIKE PERLIS, CEO of Forbes Media


“Nicole is truly inspiring and shares essential tips for women who want to take control of their lives.”


—JOSIE NATORI, CEO and founder of The Natori Company
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To my former self,


who needed a hero, so that’s what she became


And to all of you, my Super Women,


who have a hero inside of you, too









Superwoman is the adversary of the women’s movement.


—Gloria Steinem









INTRODUCTION


I wanted to be Superwoman for as long as I can remember. Do it all. Have it all. Be it all.


If you’re like me, you probably looked up to some version of this character growing up—and most of us still do as grown-ass women. (Don’t believe me? Take a look around the next costume party you go to.) I get it; Superwoman, after all, is pretty and pretty tough at the same time. Like, how does she maintain that bouncy blowout and look so smoking hot while also saving the world every day?!


But, for the longest time I never really stopped to think about why I aspired to be the embodiment of Superwoman. Have you? Or do you, a powerful, human woman, just idolize her because . . . you always have? Let’s think about it for a second.


The Superwoman origin story goes, more or less, like this: Superman started saving the world. Then he saved Superwoman. And, then, Superwoman went on to save the world, multiple times—all while strutting in sassy red boots and remaining perfectly coiffed. So, it’s basically a tale of a woman who was saved by a dude and then went right into saving everyone else. Never complaining. Never missing a beat. Is that truly who you want to be, what you want to strive for?


I don’t. Her narrative is all about saving everyone else; in essence, dropping everything and even putting her own well-being in danger at the slightest suggestion that she is needed. Sure, she performs incredible feats, but who she is and how she feels is largely a mystery. In real life that plays out like this: Being all things to all people means you are nothing to yourself. And therein lies the real danger.


What I want to be is a Super Woman, not Superwoman. That space in between is important. That space allows me to define, on my own terms, what being “super” means for me and my goals without the pressure and limitations that come with the make-believe one-word version.
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I’m betting your idolization of Superwoman is shifting as well, even if you’re not fully aware of it yet. I can tell because the number-one question I get asked online or at the events is “Nicole, how can I stay happy and balanced and on top of my shit all the time like you?”


Well, I’ve never lied to my readers before, and I’m not going to do it now. I get that I might look or seem that way from what you know about me or my bio. You might know that I was the youngest anchor ever at CNN and hosted my own global show on CNBC in my midtwenties. You also might know that I found my niche after that delivering smart, no-nonsense advice about money and business to young women. And, you might know that I wrote two bestselling books (maybe you even read them!) on how to be a Rich Bitch and a Boss Bitch—someone who is in control of her financial life and her career future. All of this is true. But this is also true: I haven’t always been balanced. I haven’t been on top of my shit all the time. And, despite the success I’ve had, I haven’t been consistently happy.


So while you know my bio, you probably don’t know the whole story behind it. I had a broken and traumatic upbringing, one I hid from by working and then working some more. I reached the top of what I thought would be a long climb to success earlier than I’d ever imagined, becoming a network news anchor at just twenty-one. The more I achieved, the harder I worked. I thought that if I only worked harder, I would be even more successful—and then I would be happy. I told myself, “When I get to this network, I’ll be happy.” Then, I would get there and say, “Well, when I get this position, I’ll be happy.” But, breaking news: I wasn’t. There was always another benchmark for success, always more to achieve, and always more realness to hide from.


Until very recently, if you had asked me to make a list of all the things I valued, it wouldn’t have even occurred to me to put myself on it. The list was long with everything I’d always wanted: a super job, a super man, and an overall super life. But I wasn’t devoting any time or effort into becoming a super woman first.


Until—also very recently—I had a breakdown. A complete and total mental, physical, and emotional breakdown. The developmental trauma I ignored or numbed with work for so many years finally kicked my ass. And only then did I have no choice but to make myself a priority.


Of course, I had experienced setbacks before, but my burnout and subsequent breakdown was the first and only time in my life that I fell down such a deep, dark hole that no one else could get me out of it. No one could swoop in to rescue me. I had to rescue myself.


That’s when I realized: I’m not Superwoman—and I don’t want to be. What I wanted to be was a Super Woman, a woman who, when she needed a hero, became one.
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My climb from rock bottom was a long one. If you’re starting at a higher place than me, well, I’m not mad at ya. But you still have to climb to get to the top. There’s no secret elevator. There’s no quick fix. In fact, there is no external solution to an internal problem.


If you think you’re okay just muscling through your problems as they arise or maybe even think you’ve “found” balance, keep thinking. Balance is not something you find, it’s something you create, actively participate in, and practice all the time. And “not drowning” is not the same as “swimming.” The space between “hanging in there” and being truly happy is where the real work is. My space was a pretty big one. But, if I could close that gap, then anyone can, including you.


While researching this book, I conducted the largest survey ever on women and burnout.* What I found wasn’t particularly surprising, given how I felt myself, but it also wasn’t good:


        •     82 percent of respondents have experienced burnout—and 89 percent have felt they were on the verge of burnout.


        •     49 percent have experienced a legitimate breakdown—and 71 percent have felt like they were close to experiencing one.


        •     88 percent said there had been a time when mental or emotional stress affected their work.


        •     Almost 50 percent feel anxious four or more days a week.


        •     More than half (57 percent) said that their life did not feel balanced.


        •     63 percent feel the pace of their life is sustainable.


Look at that last stat compared to what you read in the ones before it. How is it that so many of us are teetering on the edge of burnout or total breakdown—and yet the majority of us also feel that the pace of our lives is sustainable? What gives?! We are clearly struggling, but many of us are not yet ready to admit that it’s a problem. I wasn’t, until after I broke down. But until we face that reality head-on, we will continue to struggle and so will our careers, productivity, and well-being.


You might have seen headlines about how badass women from Hillary Clinton to Selena Gomez to YouTube superstar Lilly Singh (whose channel, ironically, is called “Superwoman”) have run themselves into the ground. Here’s what Sharon Osbourne said when she came back on her show after a public breakdown: “I was doing too much of everything, thinking ‘I’m Superwoman, I’m so strong, I can handle this, I can handle that.’ ” But she wasn’t Superwoman and neither was I—and neither were the 49 percent of women who said they’d had breakdowns, too.


Why is this happening to so many smart, successful, and strong women? The more I talk with other women—and I get that privilege all the time in my line of work—the more I realize how similar all our stories are. Here’s what I’m hearing: We feel like we have to achieve more, be perfect, and power through whatever is going on. We are striving for balance in a fast-paced, hyperconnected world where we feel like we have to apologize if we take more than an hour to respond to an email. Working like crazy is driving us crazy. We are burning out.


Throughout my personal search for a way to get—and stay—better, I yearned for a playbook to tell me how to win the balance game without losing my career. Or myself. I didn’t want some New Agey, holier-than-thou nonsense. I wanted a clear plan, broken down in a way I could understand and follow. But that didn’t exist. So I went out and tried everything balance-related I could find, from equine therapy (yep, healing with horses) to extreme digital detox to floating meditation. I studied with spiritual healers, Eastern and Western medical practitioners, and even an astrologist. I went to Bali and on a silent retreat. I signed up for classes on quantum consciousness and behavioral theory. I tried treatments that retrain neuropathways and clear memories. I traveled the world and read everything I possibly could in search of answers.*


I gave myself a crash course in Emotional Wellness (more on that in the first step) and, as a result, ultimately found more success in my career than I ever did back when I was frantically responding to emails in the middle of the night. I found that nailing that was more beneficial than any business book I read or class I took. In this book, I’ll lay out all the answers I arrived at, step-by-step—not as a guru or a scientific expert, just as someone who fell hard and figured out how to get my ass back up.


Becoming Super Woman is a combination of my personal stories (the most personal yet) and actionable advice. It is laid out in the same way as my previous books: that is, in twelve steps, which I hope will make what has traditionally been seen as a fuzzy topic feel more manageable and the lessons more practical. As with my other books, you’re welcome to follow the twelve steps in order, or to jump around “Choose Your Own Adventure” style. But I hope that you will read the book in its entirety in some fashion and then keep it so you can refer back to the sections you’ll need at different times in your life. And I promise, life will let you know when you need a refresher.


Not sure where to start? Then Step 1: Killing Superwoman is the place for you. Be it stress, anxiety, an inability to say “no”—the list goes on—most of us face many different, intersecting “problems.” In this step, we’ll put a label on ours (which makes them less scary!) and then shift our thinking about them so we can stop hiding from them. Find yourself pulled in a million different directions by work projects, family obligations, and your social life? Check out Step 5: Boundaries, Bitch to learn how to set and maintain healthy boundaries (which will save your sanity and that of your loved ones). Are you overwhelmed by the daily grind . . . the growing assault of emails . . . the glowing screens? Head to Step 7: Put Down the F-ing Phone for a digital detox and to learn how being less plugged-in can actually make you more productive. Feeling super run-down, even though you just took a vacation? Look to Step 11: Check Yourself for more on identifying when you might need a mental health day, how to ask for one, and other tips for maintaining your Emotional Wellness even in the midst of chaos.


I used to think that being super meant excelling in everything: my career, my personal life, and, yeah, having a rockin’ bod and the perfect outfit. But that ideal wasn’t heroic at all. In fact, it was destructive. The pursuit of being perfectly put together made everything, well, fall apart.


The superpower I was missing was the ability to take care of myself. A real Super Woman—Super [space] Woman—is a woman who is dedicated to the pursuit of her own happiness, who decides what’s important to her and makes time for it, who listens to what’s going on in her own head and then deliberately and thoughtfully acts on it. A Super Woman is her own goddamn hero, who writes her own story and, when need be, saves herself.


Superwoman only exists in fiction. Super Women exist in real life. It’s time to kill the idea that you have to be Superwoman. It’s time to become a Super Woman.
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*   Developed with the help of the Institute for Applied Positive Research.


*   If you want to read more about my adventures and the weird ways I researched this book/learned while learning to save myself, download the free e-book The Super Woman Guide to Trips, Treatments, and Therapies for Balance (On a Budget) at TheSuperWomanGuide.com. It gives you the exclusive knowledge and tricks that I learned from classes, experts, and healers all over the world—no wallet or passport required.









STEP


1


KILLING SUPERWOMAN


One Woman’s Problem Is Another Woman’s Superpower


“I’m going to take your vitals and then take you to meet the team,” the nurse said.


I had no idea where I was. The room had a generic wood dresser and desk that looked like something you’d see at summer camp. That is, if summer camp had been on the tenth floor of a building with windows that didn’t open.


Before I could form a complete sentence, a blood pressure cuff was velcroed around my arm, and a thermometer was shoved under my tongue. I was in a hospital gown, and I had a laminated bracelet around my wrist.


“The team?” I asked in a crackly voice that didn’t sound like my own.


“Your doctors will meet you down the hall with your social worker and your attending nurse.”


“But you’re a nurse,” I said deliriously.


“I’m the morning nurse for everyone, but you’ll have a designated nurse on your team.”


I’d determined that I was in a hospital, but the bed I was in wasn’t the big, bulky kind with plastic handrails. It was a normal bed, not quite Ikea quality, with a mattress that felt like cardboard and a super thin, itchy, mustard-colored blanket laid over an even thinner sheet.


“I’m going to walk you down the hall,” said the nurse, prodding me up.


I was so tired. All I wanted to do was sleep—in that crappy bed, on the floor, anywhere.


My eyes were sore and barely open as I walked down the long hallway, lit by blinding fluorescent lights that felt like they might swallow me up. The nurse guided me into what looked like a sterile white classroom, with four chairs arranged in a row like a panel and another chair facing them. I guessed I was supposed to sit in that one, as the four across from it were already occupied by four people with clipboards. They were in normal clothes, and I was in a hospital gown and pink socks with little white treads on the bottom. I’ve walked into some intimidating rooms in my life—boardrooms at Wall Street banks, greenrooms at major TV networks—but none more intimidating than this.


“Hi, Nicole,” said the man in the first chair from behind his clipboard.


“Hi.”


“Do you know why you are here?”


“No.” But, as I said it, I realized I did know why I was there. I looked down at my hands. They were trembling uncontrollably.


I was in the psych ward.


“Actually, yes,” I said.


“And why are you here?” the man asked in a monotone.


Then came the longest pause. They were waiting for me to answer. And I couldn’t. I couldn’t believe how I had gotten to this place.


Oh. My. God, I thought. I’m never going to get out of here.


“I am here because . . . because . . .” I started to cry. I couldn’t finish the sentence. I could only cry and say “because” over and over.


I couldn’t say anything else because I didn’t yet believe the words that were to follow. From what I could remember, I had been admitted to the emergency room around midnight after police picked me up on a street corner. I’d had nothing in my stomach for days except alcohol and coffee. I had no cell phone. No money. No keys. No ID. Just cigarettes in my pocket, even though I don’t smoke, along with matches (because to this day I don’t know how to use a lighter). And a full bottle of Ambien.


“Do you remember what brought you here last night?”


“S . . . I,” I said slowly, remembering the clinical term I’d heard throughout the night before. I had probably talked to ten doctors, nurses, and EMTs between midnight and 4 AM when I’d been taken to my camp-style bedroom. “SI” stands for “suicidal ideation.” Somehow it felt less embarrassing to say the acronym instead of the actual term.


“And why did you plan to kill yourself last night by taking an entire bottle of sleeping pills?” the same guy asked. The other three scribbled notes without looking at me.


At that moment I knew I needed to dig deep, rising above what felt like the worst experience of my life, to show these people that I was okay now and healthy enough to go home. (Even though deep down I knew I wasn’t.)


“I was really sad and really stressed,” I said steadily. “I wasn’t taking care of myself and I slipped. I’m sorry, is it possible to have my clothes back?”


They looked at me like I was a zoo animal.


“Not yet,” the man said. “We need to monitor you for a while.”


“What’s ‘a while’?” I asked, trying hard to sound calm and composed even though I was shivering. I was shivering partly because I was freezing but mostly because I was scared.


“We’ll keep checking in with you, and then make a determination. Do you have any suicidal thoughts right now?”


“No.”


It was true. All my thoughts were focused on trying to communicate with my usual poise, charisma, and energy so they’d see that I didn’t need to be there. But I couldn’t find that Nicole. It wasn’t just that I didn’t feel like my usual self; I felt like a stranger in my own body. I wanted to yell for someone to help me, but I knew the only people who could hear me had a totally different idea of what helping me meant.
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In the three days that followed, I went from despondent and depressed to humbled. I hate when actors say they are “humbled” when they win an Oscar. Um, that’s not “humbling,” that’s fucking amazing. Spend some time in the psych ward with a whole different cast of characters, and then you’ll really feel humbled.


At first, I was that girl sitting in the corner, drinking black coffee by herself. There was no phone or internet; I didn’t remember any of my friends’ numbers so I couldn’t make calls from the communal landline in the cafeteria. Even if I had remembered anyone’s number, I didn’t know how to explain what had happened yet. I was alone and acted like a loner.


Slowly, I began talking to others and signing up for the group classes, like horticulture and music therapy. I started treating it like the camp I never went to. My fellow “campers” ranged from a musical theater star to an eighty-year-old orthodox Jewish man. There were no padded rooms or screaming in the middle of the night, just a bunch of people who were suffering like me and needed to get better . . . as one does in a hospital. There were homeless people and there were CEOs, patients from all walks of life. I came to appreciate the psych ward as a great equalizer, like the subway or the flu.


The day I was discharged, I walked right outside onto First Avenue in New York City, holding a plastic bag of my belongings. No one was there waiting for me, and I didn’t have my phone when I checked in, so I couldn’t call anyone. I didn’t really want anyone to see me like that, anyway.


I was alone. But at that point I didn’t feel lonely anymore. I knew the journey to come would be largely a solo one, so I might as well get down with that on Day 1.


I walked all the way home. It was a few solid miles, but I felt like I could have walked outside forever, more appreciative of being outside, walking, that day than any other. I had no phone to look at like I usually would have, so instead I looked around at the city, grateful for every little thing I saw. I looked at the people I passed like I never had before when I’d walked with my face staring at a screen or my mind obsessing over my to-do list. They had no idea where I’d just come from, and I had no idea whether they might have been there once, too.


SUPER WOMAN, INTERRUPTED


“But you seem so put together!” you might think after reading my story. I know, I’ve heard it a million times.


The thing about feeling crappy on the inside is that you can look totally “put together” on the outside. You can’t see the emotional wounds someone might be carrying like you can physical scrapes or scars. Often, we see someone who looks like a kick-ass warrior on the outside and have no idea of the inner war she has fought—or is still fighting.


I thought I was Superwoman. I’d wrapped up shooting for the second season of my TV show and had just finished touring the country promoting my second book. I was a badass New York Times bestselling author who preached badassery to other women. I was, from all outward appearances, at the height of my career. The top of the world.


And then, I fell.


Trying to be Superwoman nearly killed me. So, I needed to kill the idea of her to save myself. I set out to become a Super Woman, a woman who takes care of the inside as much as or more than the outside, a woman who feels as “put together” as she looks.


YOU HAVE A PROBLEM


The first step to becoming a Super Woman is admitting you aren’t Superwoman, like I eventually did. Embracing it, even. We all have problems. And it doesn’t matter if your problem is feeling depressed or an occasional case of sleep deprivation—if it’s causing you distress, then it’s serious, and it’s time to get serious about taking care of it.


“Wait a minute, Lapin,” I hear you saying, “my problems aren’t anywhere near the Girl, Interrupted level of yours! I’m a little stressed, but basically fine!” Well, guess what? If you don’t take care of yourself, you still run the risk of breaking down like I did, burning out, or at the very least, falling short of the life you want and deserve (and that outcome should be unacceptable to you, too). We all have something going on that threatens to knock us off-balance. So, what’s your “something”?




 






CONFESSIONS


OF A SUPER WOMAN


I’ll Go First


My “something” is that I have struggled with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).


I didn’t even know that’s what it was called until after my breakdown. I met with tons of doctors and specialists and even did an outpatient psychiatric program. I took my recovery seriously and shined a light on some of the deepest, darkest places in me. They weren’t fun places to go, but the trip there was long overdue.


I was always focused on where I was going, so I never truly confronted where I had been, which was a chronically abusive, violent, and unstable upbringing that played out in real time like a Lifetime movie. My mother kidnapped me when I was three years old and changed my name while she was undergoing a nasty divorce from my father. She was arrested and granted monitored visitation with me while I lived with my father—a brilliant surgeon who invented new ways of performing surgery with limited blood loss. He was also an alcoholic and drug addict who hung around a revolving crew of drug dealers, hookers, and criminals. There wasn’t a week that went by that police or social workers weren’t called to my house, nor was there one that he didn’t save a patient’s life. The dichotomy of public success and private struggle is branded into my DNA. He ultimately died of an overdose when I was eleven. Until then, their sordid divorce—fraught with allegations of molestation, rape, and arson—was all over the papers for years and one quote from the Los Angeles Times asserted “neither Lapin is fit to be a parent.”


For a long time, I hid from my traumatic childhood by self-medicating—not with drugs, but with work. The more I worked, the more I felt like I was okay and stronger than the trauma. But it was only a matter of time until I couldn’t outwork it anymore. My breakdown wasn’t so much a spontaneous combustion precipitated by a single event as a lifetime of smoldering embers finally catching fire—and incinerating everything in their path.









If you’ve ever thought personal stuff has nothing to do with work—whether it’s a mental health issue, an eating disorder, relationship drama, or plain-old everyday stress—you’ve thought wrong. In the end, what do you think was more detrimental to my career: not responding to every single email within an hour or having to bail on obligations and cancel projects because I was in the damn psych ward? Exactly.


To be clear, the psych ward sucked. It really fucking sucked. But it was also one of the most rewarding places I’ve ever been, because going there forced me to get serious about taking care of myself for the first time.


I used to pretend like my trauma didn’t exist so that it wouldn’t get in the way of my success. I was certain that it would be the kryptonite that would eventually bring me down. But just as I was killing the idea that I was Superwoman, so, too, did I kill the idea that my biggest problem was my biggest weakness.


SO, WHAT’S YOUR PROBLEM?!


Before you can unlock the power of your problems, you have to know what they are. Give them a name and you take away some of their power over you. Are you not feeling like yourself? Are you feeling far from . . . super? How so? Be specific.


If you’re like the women I surveyed who feel like they are on the verge of a breakdown, you might be experiencing burnout-like symptoms. Burnout often coexists with or acts as a “gateway” for other, clinical conditions, namely depression and anxiety.*


        •     Burnout is a state of physical, mental, or emotional exhaustion—when the demands of your job or life in general have become so overwhelming that you don’t feel like you can cope. It’s often caused by extended stress but feels like its opposite. Instead of feeling “up,” you feel empty and unmotivated. A quick way to tell if you’ve ventured into burnout territory is by noticing how you feel after you go on vacation: Do you feel reenergized and recharged after returning to work? If so, you just needed a little time to step away and rest. But if you still feel exhausted, cynical, and inefficient within days (or even sooner) after your return, you may be experiencing burnout.


        •     Depression is a feeling of helplessness and hopelessness. Some people feel sad and tired if they are depressed, while some feel on edge and can’t sleep, and others just feel flat or numb. One common sign of depression is being unable to enjoy the things you usually like to do. Depression can be situational, like after a bad breakup or a death in the family, or it can be a chronic issue (as in you feel shitty even when things are good).


        •     Anxiety is a strong sense of worry, nervousness, or unease. You might feel jittery and emotional, or have physical symptoms like nausea or headaches. Anxiety can also be situational, and it’s totally normal to feel anxious about an upcoming event, like a big presentation or a medical procedure, especially if the outcome is uncertain. But if you’re feeling anxious nearly all the time, whether there’s a big project looming or not, you might have an anxiety disorder. Anxiety disorders are the most common mental health issues, affecting almost one in five adults, and the prevalence among women is roughly 2.5 times greater than among men.


We tend to use these terms interchangeably. But the words you use matter, especially when you are describing yourself—and especially when you are seeking help, whether by tackling the problem yourself or by getting support from your community or a medical professional. A broken bone shows up on an X-ray, but only you (and your psychiatrist) can tell when something is wrong with what you are feeling inside.


 






FYI








Everyone experiences situational anxiety or feels depressed from time to time, but not everyone suffers from the clinical disorders of anxiety or depression. Sometimes these are referred to, and feel like, “capital-A anxiety” and “capital-D depression” (even though both the situational and clinical kinds of anxiety and depression are technically capitalized the same way). Figuring out whether the problem you are experiencing is a clinical one is something a professional can help you with.









I know that you are more than a label and so am I. But labeling my problems has allowed me to reframe them in a way that works for me. The label has been a jumping-off point for me to change their narrative and connotation in my life.


Your problems are nothing to hide or be embarrassed about. Nor do they make you weak. Quite the contrary. Your power lies in the fact that no one else is you. And, by “you,” I mean all of you.


After my breakdown, I finally confronted my PTSD diagnosis and all of the symptoms—good and bad—that came along with it. The truth is, I wouldn’t be who I am today without dealing with the depressive episodes or times of hypervigilance and arousal (not the sexy kind) that came from the diagnosis. Without them, I probably wouldn’t have worked so hard and might never have had the opportunities I received as a result, including being able to write this book for you now. And if that part of me is what got me to where I am now, then I have to consider the possibility that it might just be the last thing I ever expected it to be: a superpower.


My mission was to find the power in facing my problems, not to change myself or be problem free (problems are a game of whack-a-mole anyway: as soon as you tackle one, another pops up for you to attack). You can do the same thing. Lots of the issues and personality traits we view as holding us back can also push us forward.


Take a problem we’ve all had: stress. I don’t need to get all clinical on you here because I’m pretty sure you’ve been in (and might even currently be experiencing) a state of stress, where your emotions and adrenaline are in overdrive. We tend to think of stress as bad, and it definitely can be, like if you’re stressed because your boss is yelling at you or you’re worried about making rent. But, physiologically, stress is neutral. What makes it positive or negative is how you respond to it. Just like there is “good” fat (like avocados) or debt (student loans) and “bad” fat (like fried food) or debt (credit card debt), there is good and bad stress. There is actually a word for good stress: “eustress.” It’s what makes working on a big-deal project you are passionate about so exciting. You can’t get rid of all stress, and you wouldn’t want to. Life without stress would be pretty boring. Plus, you wouldn’t want Tom Brady to block out his eustress during a big game and be super mellow, right? No. (Unless you’re not a Patriots fan.)


And because you’re the quarterback of your own life, it’s up to you how you play a “problem” like stress, or perfectionism, or sensitivity. It can drive you down the field or it can make you fumble. So, what’s the call gonna be, QB?




 






SOMETIMES PROBLEMS ARE SUPERPOWERS BY ANOTHER NAME


Our brains have a “negativity bias” that predisposes us to focus on and feel the bad more than the good. This may have been helpful when we were cavewomen, but it’s up to us Super Women to actively reframe the default negative and rewire “problems” positively:
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I have problems; you have problems; we all have problems. The point is, the only problem that truly is career kryptonite is the problem of ignoring your problems. So look those babies right in the eye, give them a wink, and make them your new best friends. A mental health professional once put it to me this way: If oysters can take the sand that creeps into their shells and turn that into something as beautiful and valuable as a pearl, then so can we.


PROBLEM-SOLVING 101


We learn how to solve for the angle of a triangle or the speed of a train in school, but we don’t learn the skills we need to deal with our personal problems and take care of ourselves, which will get us a lot farther in life than the Pythagorean theorem ever will. Once I taught myself personal finance, I thought that it was the number-one thing I would have kids learn if I were in charge of the world. That’s until I learned about the importance of a set of behaviors and qualities I call “Emotional Wellness.”


Let’s run a quick equation:


Emotional intelligence + Mental wellness


= Emotional Wellness


where emotional intelligence is your capacity to be aware of, control, and express your feelings and manage relationships, and mental wellness is your mental, social, and emotional health.


You’ve likely heard of emotional intelligence, or EQ, and its effect on getting ahead in your career. It is connected to both better workplace performance and higher salary. People with high EQ excel at perceiving, understanding, using, and managing emotions. Studies show that when people have roughly equal IQ and skill, EQ accounts for 90 percent of what makes some of those people more successful than others.


You also likely know that mental wellness is a state of psychological health and well-being. People who take care of their mental wellness are able to sustain a baseline of contentment while creating and maintaining healthy relationships. They also have the ability to cope with the demands of everyday life, and are resilient when shit happens.


High EQ and stellar mental wellness are each important on their own. But to be the most successful Super Woman you can be, you really need both. And they need each other. For instance, emotional intelligence gives you the ability to recognize that your emotions are heading downhill before they get out of control, while mental wellness makes it easier to access that awareness and gives you the resources to act on it. The stronger each of these pieces are, the stronger your resulting Emotional Wellness will be (just like how when you add two big numbers together, you get an even bigger one).


To use finance terminology, Emotional Wellness can be your greatest asset or your greatest liability—especially when it comes to your career. In other words, having it can foster your success and lacking it can destroy it. It’s what welcomes balance and wards off burnout.


MAYBE SHE’S BORN WITH IT (BUT PROBABLY NOT)


We are not born knowing how to cultivate Emotional Wellness or how to use it to crush life. These things are learned. Yes, changing the IQ you were born with is hard, but upping your EQ and mental wellness is absolutely doable.


I did it. And I’m going to share everything I’ve discovered—through research, and a lot of trial and error—along the way. But mastering and maintaining your Emotional Wellness is up to you.


I’m not gonna lie—it’s work. Every. Single. Day. But I can tell you this: Even though it’s basically free, this knowledge is worth more to your success than anything you’ll learn in grad school or any of the countless professional seminars on getting ahead you might take. Yet we often ignore these skills entirely in professional development. Instead, we take out hefty student loans, study, and network our booties off, even though those efforts don’t correlate directly to success like working on your Emotional Wellness does. This book is a crash course in the most important subject that none of us learned in school.


But let me be super clear before we do this: I am not a shrink. I am not a scientist. I have no formal training in the brain or mental health. I wasn’t sure I would ever become mentally healthy myself, much less be in a position to teach anyone how to do it. You might be thinking: then why are you teaching this—you’re not an expert!?!


Believe me, you’re not thinking anything I haven’t thought myself. I’ve had many long conversations with myself about whether or not I had any business writing this book. When I quieted the mean girl inside my head, though, I realized that I’m exactly the person who should be writing about Emotional Wellness. I’m not an expert in self-care and self-love just yet, and I’ll never claim to be, but I am an expert (or as close as you can get) in self-harm and self-hate, and having worked my way from the latter concepts to the former makes me the perfect guide for anyone trying to do the same. I understand how precious Emotional Wellness is because I know what it is like not to have it, and for me, figuring out how to develop it, and then maintain it, wasn’t just some academic interest—it was a necessity. My expertise is my experience: living it and making it through—not just in one piece, but stronger than ever.


[image: ]


After finishing the otherworldly walk home to my apartment from the hospital, one of the first things I did was cut off my white hospital bracelet with a huge sigh of relief and gratitude. Relief for coming through that experience, and gratitude for the chance to get on a healthier path. As the bracelet came off, I was surprised to see another band underneath it that I hadn’t even realized was there. This one was yellow, and all it said was “Fall Risk.” I’ve since Googled it and learned that everyone gets a “Fall Risk” band in the psych ward because, unlike patients in other parts of the hospital, most psych patients are allowed to walk around freely within the ward; changes in medications, however, put them at greater risk for falling. Those two simple words—“Fall Risk”—would go on to become a phrase that had great meaning for me.


I keep that yellow band in a frame on my desk as a daily reminder that without the right care and maintenance, I am a “Fall Risk.” Not physically, but mentally. Of course, I’m going to do everything I can not to slip again—by harnessing the power I’ve developed as a real-life Super Woman. And by the end of this book, you’ll have that power, too.


BOTTOM LINE*


Conventional Wisdom: Having a breakdown means that I’m weak.


Having a breakdown is not fun. I’ve been there. And BTW, tons of high-powered people I know have, too (and you’re gonna hear from some of them throughout this book). It doesn’t mean you’re weak. The best way to avoid another breakdown in the future is a combination of compassion and tough love. First, give your former self empathy for what she didn’t know. Then, learn that. Grow. And don’t go back.


Conventional Wisdom: Problems are bad.


The way you view and talk about your problems can make all the difference. Unlocking their power requires that you first identify them. Then, reframe and manage them. It means harnessing the good while recognizing what is difficult for you and where you might need support. Often the only thing standing between distress and success is asking for help. And in order to do that, you have to identify just what it is you need help with in the first place.


Conventional Wisdom: If I just work harder, I’ll get ahead.


It’s easy to de-prioritize yourself in favor of working harder. But not taking care of yourself is not helping you get ahead; it’s holding you back.
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*   While burnout has been studied and treated as a clinical condition by psychologists for years, it was officially recognized by the World Health Organization just as this book was going to print. The WHO added it to the International Classification of Diseases alongside other mental health issues—a big deal when it comes to diagnosis and insurance coverage.


*   PS—Because this book focuses on how prioritizing yourself will make you more successful, I want to debunk some conventional wisdom about Emotional Wellness and your career. I include a “Bottom Line” at the end of every step in my books because a) a little review never hurt anyone; b) it’s a finance term (swoon!) that just means how much you or a company is making when all is said and done—always important information to have; and, c) the best success strategies are ones that come from unconventional thinking. After all, “self-care” is not just a buzzword or a luxury, it is a tool for achieving more success than you ever imagined. While it’s all too easy to put yourself at the bottom of your to-do list, your bottom line takes a hard hit when you do.
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Pessimism is certainly zero fun for other people to be around. But using
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powerful approach—better than being too optimistic and then missing the
mark. What's more, those with a cautious outlook are often less flustered
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A sensitive person (like yours truly!) often crumbles in the face of criticism.
But, your sensitivity can also be a powerful business tool: Your awareness
of other people’s feelings can help you finesse tricky conversations and
make you a persuasive leader. Being hyperperceptive can also help you
understand people and situations better than others can, giving you an

advantage when working out the best approach.

I’'m always thinking a
I’m a worrier >
step ahead

Intense worry can be crippling. But you can use a lesser tendency toward
fretting to your advantage by being organized, careful, and on top of dead-
lines. Your worrier’s habit of asking “What if?” makes you the queen of

contingency plans and lets you foresee potential pitfalls—and avoid them.
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The need to make every little thing perfect, if it goes unchecked, can make
it impossible to be productive. But that same knack for meticulousness can
be an asset in any number of professions, giving you an eye for detail and

ensuring that you're never embarrassed by a sloppy error.
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An ADHD diagnosis or other problems focusing might require medica-
tion or adjustments to your workplace setting. But having a brain that
tends to leap from one tangent to another lets you see connections others
might not. And harnessing the power of your creative mind in organized,
preplanned twenty- or thirty-minute intervals could make you a masterful

multitasker.
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