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My mom texted me yesterday. That she texted was itself unexpected, but it 
was the content of her message that I can’t shake and wanted to share.
 Recently, I gave her an earlier version of this journal. I’d hoped 
that it might help her understand a bit more about what I’m doing, as she’s 
always been unsure how to ask me about my work or how to explain to 
others what I do. Secretly, I think I wanted her to know that I was, that 
we are, gathering women. That there was a community for her here, if she 
wanted it.  
 Her text was long and full of emotion. 
 She said that two of the women in the journal spoke to an issue that 
was deeply personal to her that she’s never really heard anyone talk about. 
That in reading their words (which she typed out and quoted back to me), 
she felt “relieved and empowered.” 
	 The	women	who	attended	our	first	conference	a	few	weeks	ago	
said similar things. That in hearing someone else speak to something they 
thought only they were dealing with—that in someone else naming it, 
there was a sense of lightening, a freedom, a power. I have always be-
lieved that our stories have the power to heal each other, to equip each 
other. But it wasn’t until reading my own mother’s text message yesterday 
that I think it actually sank in.
 What we are doing here today is important. In her text, my mom 
called it “a great work.” In sharing our experiences, we really can heal 
each other, we really can equip each other. We really can bring each other 
comfort and clarity. Relief and empowerment. 
 Thank you for being here. Thank you for doing all the things it 
took to show up, to get into this room, on this day, at this time. Today is 
ours. Our space, our time.
 Today we are going to get into it with one another. We’re going to 
have the conversations that need having. We’re going to listen and hear 
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and see one another. We’re going to build community—and start some-
thing that can sustain us for longer than just this one day. 
 The women who contributed to this journal took real risks to do so. 
They have given us a great gift in jumping right in, putting themselves out 
there, and paving the way for us.
 My hope for this time is that every single one of us walks away 
fortified.	Proud,	as	my	mom	said	she	was,	of	the	work	we	are	doing.

Lea Endres
Co-Founder	&	President,	NationBuilder
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Sorcha Rochford

Today I write with a heavy heart as terrorism rips through a city I love—
Manchester. 
 When I moved to Boston from London in 2012, I had no idea that 
the football club my father instilled a deep passion for in me, Manchester 
United, would be the foundation of a community in this new country I 
was going to call home. I co-founded the group Man Utd. Boston with a 
guy from San Francisco and a girl from Rhode Island. The power of social 
media	brought	us	together	and	we	grew	from	fifteen	people—who	met	at	
the local pub on Saturday mornings at 5 am—to a real community of indi-
viduals from all over the world who were united by our shared passion for 
“Glory Glory Man United.” The people of Manchester have been attacked 
today for no reason. How do we—as women, as men, as human beings—
combat the terrorism that so many people have been the victims of over 
the last decade?
	 In	the	five	years	that	I	have	lived	in	the	United	States,	I	have	seen	
terrorism tear across both my homes. In 2013, I lived on Boylston Street, 
also	known	as	the	finish	line	of	the	Boston	Marathon.	I	had	never	expe-
rienced terrorism so closely—so personally—before. In the aftermath of 
that day, where three people lost their lives and hundreds were injured, 
I witnessed a city turn into a community overnight. There was a naive-
ty about me that felt this wouldn’t happen again. I was wrong. It kept 
happening, over and over again. But these acts of terror hit closer to my 
friends and family on the other side of the world. 
 Over the next couple of years, the world bore witness to the Char-
lie	Hebdo	attack	in	Paris	in	2015,	the	Brussels	bombing	in	2016,	and	the	
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Nice and Berlin lorry attacks in that same year. In March 2017, my home-
town of London came under attack, when someone drove a lorry into a 
crowd	of	people	on	a	bridge	that	millions	flock	to	every	year.	A	feeling	of	
shock ran through my body similar to the one I feel right now as I write.
  While I was in Boston, the Man Utd. community gave me the 
piece of home I didn’t know I needed. I did know that I wanted to im-
merse myself in my new community, and by doing so, I soon found myself 
involved in American political campaigns. It was fascinating: it wasn’t 
just about knocking on doors or making calls, it wasn’t just about uniting 
around	a	common	cause;	it	was	a	whole	industry,	and	a	very	profitable	and	
close-knit	one	at	that.	My	first	taste	of	this	world	came	during	my	work	on	
Elizabeth Warren’s campaign for Senate. It was a world away from the lo-
cal Labor campaign I had worked on in the UK: we had a predictive dialer 
where you could contact 10,000 voters in four hours, and there were teams 
of people searching for the perfect crowd photo or the right 140 characters 
for a tweet. It was mesmerizing, and I enjoyed every second of it all the 
way to victory in 2012. It was an historic day, and we not only celebrated 
Warren’s victory, but four more years of the Obama presidency. 
		 Fast	forward	to	2016.	I	am	working	to	help	elect	a	woman	to	the	
White	House,	arguably	the	most	qualified	candidate	for	president	ever.	In	
February, I was knocking doors in New Hampshire when I had a conversa-
tion with a voter who was disgusted that a foreign woman was at his door. 
This man had no intention of having a real dialogue with me about the 
election, he just wanted to tell me that I shouldn’t be allowed to talk about 
American politics because I was a foreigner. We lost that primary elec-
tion to Senator Sanders. It was the beginning of a period that would bring 
about a lot of changes across the globe. It was also a period that would 
bring	about	significant	changes	for	me.	At	the	end	of	February,	I	packed	
my bags, got in my orange Volkswagen Beetle, and drove across the coun-
try to work for a tech company called NationBuilder in Los Angeles.
		 I	arrived	at	NationBuilder	to	find	that	a	lot	of	our	customer	base	
was in Europe. I was excited to learn that we had London mayor Sadiq 
Kahn, both sides of the Brexit campaign, and the entire Labor and Liberal 
Democratic parties on the platform. Elections were happening all over the 
world, and I found myself in the center of it all. What I wanted to do in my 
new role was to help develop leaders—in particular, women leaders—to 
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create the change I wanted to see in the world. What that change might 
mean for me took a jolt when Donald Trump came on board as one of my 
customers. It was a challenge I wanted, but I couldn’t understand why. 
I think a part of me really believed that the country I now called home 
aligned with what I believed to be right and would never elect such a man. 
But as the months went on, I found that it was not only the country I lived 
in that was struggling to live up to my ideals, but the whole world. 
		 The	world	is	still	struggling.	On	June	16,	2016,	Jo	Cox,	a	Nation-
Builder customer, was murdered for defending what she believed to be 
right for her constituents and her country, views similar to my own. On 
June 23, I stayed up all night to watch the votes come in. I watched as my 
home country voted to leave the European Union, a decision that I still 
can’t come to grips with. On November 8, my adopted home elected yet 
another white man to run the country. This was a hard pill for me to swal-
low given Mr. Trump’s stance on immigration. As an immigrant to Ameri-
ca, I was unsure of how fast the anti-immigration rhetoric of the campaign 
would	become	policy	reality	once	Trump	took	office.	
 On that night, I somehow found the courage to call the Trump cam-
paign team I had been working with for the past few months to congratu-
late them. That was not something I ever saw myself doing, but I knew it 
was the right thing to do. This new president did not represent the kind of 
change I wanted to see in the world, but he did for other people—millions 
of them—a truth I am still wrestling with today. 
  Now here we are in 2017, with immigration battles in the US and 
a new political party and president in France. There is a sense of urgency 
and political activism across the world and a desire to grow stronger as a 
global community. Even with plans to build a wall in America and threats 
to cut the NHS in the United Kingdom, I truly believe if we engage in a 
global dialogue—as women, as men, as human beings—and have conver-
sations with people who don’t sound like us, look like us, or think like us, 
then maybe we can bridge the gaps—political, religious, racial—that keep 
us from seeing all that we have in common with one another. Maybe, just 
maybe, with more voices at the table we can bring a stop to the terrorism 
that has been spreading across the globe.
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Last year, when my daughter was almost seven, we sat at the kitchen table 
talking about her day. “He kept hanging on me even after I said stop! It 
was so annoying.” “And did you remind him that you’re in charge of your 
body and he’s got to listen to you?” “Yes, mama. Why do you always 
remind me? I know!” 
		 I	finally	said	it	out	loud.	I	was	nervous,	but	kept	it	simple	and	
shared my truth.
  “You know, love, when mama was a kid, about your age, I had 
a friend whose older brother did things to my body that were not OK. 
Unfortunately, it happens to a lot of girls and women. It even happens to 
some boys. I didn’t know how to talk about it without feeling bad about 
myself or scared about what people would think, so I just kept it inside. I 
don’t want you to feel badly inside like I did. I want you to know that we 
can always talk about the hard and confusing stuff.”  
  She paused, looked up at me and touched my leg. I looked into 
her eyes, held her hand, and smiled. “I understand, mama.” And then she 
moved on. I laughed a little at the lightness of our exchange and the count-

“The first step to healing is elevating the truth of what is.” 

—Alicia Garza

Sarah Shanley Hope

TRUTH, DISCOMFORT,
AND THE WORLD WE 
WANT
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less hours I’d spent fearing it. 
  I was six years-old when a friend’s older brother molested me. For 
years, I held a knot in my stomach and block in my throat from those mo-
ments of harm. And I kept quiet. It took me decades to share my truth—
with a few people I deeply trusted and, eventually, with my daughter.
  These conversations with my now eight-year-old were uncomfort-
able	at	first.	They	began	when	she	was	five	and	we	had	to	talk	through	an	
incident at school, when a boy in her class was forcing kisses on girls. I 
sometime struggle with the right words to say, but I keep saying them. I 
want my daughter to be able to manage her own experience in a world that 
is threatening, and sometimes violent, especially for women. I want her to 
trust that I tell her my truth and can handle hearing hers. I never want our 
fear of discomfort to disconnect us, or worse yet, disconnect her from her 
dignity and that of others.
		 Reflecting	on	the	thirty	years	it	took	me	to	acknowledge	the	harm	
done to me, to heal, and to ultimately gain strength from my experience, I 
wondered why I didn’t talk it through sooner. 
  I wondered if what keeps us silent about surviving our own sexual 
assaults also keeps us from talking about other traumas in our culture. If 
we refuse to acknowledge our own pain, how can we see the pain of oth-
ers? If we are unable to hold those we know and love—neighbors, fathers, 
brothers, and even husbands—accountable for the violence perpetrated on 
our	bodies,	how	can	we	prevent	the	horror	inflicted	on	others?	
  Our denial of harm is historic. The KKK lynchings of young black 
men in our past have become today’s police shootings of black children. 
The land grabs from indigenous peoples have become the human rights 
abuses	against	prayerful	Water	Protectors.	Wives	as	legal	property	have	
become the normalization of sexual assault on college campuses. We have 
chosen a rape, kill, and torture culture over one that speaks truth, rebuilds 
relationships,	and	heals.	We	chose	this	over	the	discomfort	of	difficult	
conversations. Yet even in our silence, we know the truth—we have ex-
perienced it. We can choose to look deep into ourselves and heal—or turn 
away from the pain. 
  Ultimately, our inability to move through the discomfort of honest, 
accountable relationship with one another destroys our families, poisons 
our communities, and corrupts our government.
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		 How	can	we	be	silent	when	the	harm	we	inflict	on	each	other	is	
so	great?	Today,	fifty-three	million	American	women	have	been	sexual-
ly assaulted and twenty-two million raped in their lifetimes. More black 
people were killed by police in 2015 than at the height of Jim Crow. There 
are dozens of mass shootings each year—in elementary schools, movie 
theaters, and churches.
  In the midst of this violence, I began to notice the invitations from 
brave survivors for each of us to choose truth. I started to see the poten-
tial everywhere, at all times, for healing and connection. Survivors’ will-
ingness	to	acknowledge	the	pain	was	the	first	step—and	I	was	readying	
myself to join them.
  From the survivor of Brock Turner’s brutal assault, men are in-
vited to learn how to respect a woman’s body, “If your plan was to stop 
only when I became unresponsive, then you still do not understand.” 
From Sandra Bland’s mother, who spoke clearly to members of Con-
gress, other mothers are invited to stand together to protect our children’s 
lives, “I heard about Trayvon, I heard about all the shootings, and it did 
not bother me until it hit my daughter.” From Felicia Sanders whose son 
Tywanza was one of nine people in Emmanuel AME Church murdered 
by a complete stranger fueled by white supremacy, we are invited to love 
unconditionally even in the face of terror. “We welcomed you Wednesday 
night in our Bible study with open arms. You have killed some of the most 
beautiful	people	that	I	know.	Every	fiber	in	my	body	hurts	and	I’ll	never	
be the same.” And as more than 4 Million marched in at least 500 cities 
and	towns	across	the	country	on	the	President’s	first	day	in	office,	we	are	
invited to link our fates to those of other women, to other causes of harm 
and their solutions, and to each other. White women—53% of whom voted 
for Donald Trump, a known sexual assailant—can choose to be survivors 
and healers instead of victims and accomplices.
  We can’t undo the harm. What we can do is choose discomfort 
over hiding from the pain—or worse, repeating it. What amount of love 
and	courage	do	we	need	to	have	those	difficult	conversations	once	our	
bodies are out of harm’s way?
  We can change our culture in the public sphere and the private 
one with conversations like the ones I have with my daughter. Imagine if 
you shared your truth with one person you loved and trusted, or stood up 

8



against aggression in your family or community. Imagine if in response to 
the survivor of Brock Turner’s rape, a groundswell of the women living 
with the pain of sexual assault posted a simple comment on the letter she 
published on Buzzfeed, “You survived a terrible thing. It was not OK and 
you are brave and strong. I am also here, a survivor, and we can heal.” 
Imagine if all of us survivors, across race and class divides, posted the 
same message in response to Sandra Bland’s mother. “We are here and 
demand the police stop killing our children.” Imagine, if Brock Turner 
himself, understanding that he had brutally harmed another human being, 
stopped denying that pain. Imagine if he chose the discomfort and let it 
sink in, “I did a terrible terrible thing. It was not OK. I cannot undo the 
harm, but I can witness your pain and accept the consequences. I will nev-
er do such a terrible thing again.” Imagine if our police unions at any point 
in	the	last	few	years	stood	tall	with	the	few	Police	Chiefs	that	have	shown	
such courage and said, “We are harming those we have sworn to protect 
and must do much much better.”
  Imagine if when Brock Turner was a child and his parents were 
called because he had acted inappropriately towards a female classmate, 
his dad had sat him down, and through the discomfort, shared his own sto-
ry of causing harm to another—by immaturity or outright aggression—and 
they healed, together.
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Hilary Doe

THE LEADERSHIP
REVOLUTION WILL BE 
FEMINIZED

I’m one of the lucky ones. I graduated. I left a cushy job to build a small 
nonprofit,	and	it	blossomed	into	a	powerful	force	for	social	change.	I’ve	
been trusted with big teams, major funding, serious responsibility, and I’ve 
been compensated well. But, when I look back on how I got here—I’m 
pissed. 
	 I’m	angry	that	I	can’t	tell	the	story	of	becoming	a	nonprofit	leader,	
or social entrepreneur, or executive without also remembering the deeply 
painful experiences I chose to ignore, or that I chalked up to the cost of 
doing business as a young woman. The things that I blamed myself for. 
The things that I let slide. When I think back on those situations, I imagine 
myself behaving differently—speaking truth to power, pushing back. But I 
didn’t do either of those things. Mostly, I just took them out on myself. 
	 When	I	first	started	working	as	a	nonprofit	leader,	I	was	the	twen-
ty-three-year-old	national	director	of	a	nonprofit	network	created	by	
college students. The organization was growing tremendously, and accom-
plishing	incredible	things.	I	worked	to	keep	people	fired	up	and	motivated	
to work, and fought to elevate the incredible achievements of people in 
our network throughout the country. And I was responsible for raising the 
money I needed to fund those programs, to pay people’s salaries, to main-
tain the autonomy of an organization that I loved and had helped build. I 
used to jump out of the shower to write down ideas for fundraising pitches 
or programs. More frequently than I’d like to admit, I woke up in the mid-
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dle of the night afraid I’d dropped the ball on an email chain with a foun-
dation, or slipped up with a donor in some way that might jeopardize our 
funding for the following year. And, since the network was growing, we 
always needed more support—and I was always looking for more donors. 
 I remember hyping myself up on my walk to pitch a prospective 
donor. It was a beautiful day in New York City and I was running through 
all the exciting network updates I was going to highlight. One of my 
colleagues—also a young woman—joined me for the meeting to help with 
follow up. It’s always a little awkward to ask for money, but there’s a kind 
of high that you get from really doing justice to an organization or a cause 
that you believe in. And I was pumped. 
 Every donor is different, of course, but when we sat down for this 
meeting, I knew it was going to be a challenge. He was in his mid-seven-
ties, sitting in a big leather chair behind a huge desk, while we sat together 
on a sofa across from him. And he immediately barked at me, “So, what 
do you want.” I reminded myself to remain self-possessed, and I skipped 
the pleasantries to jump straight into pitching the work we were doing on 
college campuses. Just as I was hitting my stride, he shouted me down, 
“What do you want from me.”
 I smiled politely, nodded calmly, and tried to project gratitude. “I’d 
love to apply for a gift from your foundation.” But he already knew that. 
He’d asked for the meeting. He immediately said, “Sure.” An unusually 
abrupt ‘yes’, but when you get the answer you want, it’s generally a great 
time to stop talking, so I said, “Great! I’ll get all the application materials 
together and get them over to you . . . ” when he cut me off again. “You 
don’t have to go through all that formal stuff. I don’t need a big grant pro-
posal or anything. I can get you the funding. What can you get me?” 
 This was where things got strange. I was still smiling, nodding 
knowingly,	projecting	confidence	while	submitting	to	his	authority,	which	
he seemed to want me to do. Internally, though, I was completely con-
fused. What the hell was he talking about? I can generally connect with 
what people are thinking or feeling and what they need to know in these 
meetings—but I was completely lost. I had been pitching him on what ‘I 
can get him’ in terms of impact via our program, and he had interrupted 
me. So it wasn’t that. I explained the value of our work in advancing his 
fund’s mission, and he didn’t seem to care. So, what was he talking about? 
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 Then I realized “What can you get me,” meant him personally. 
Seriously? What the fuck? Unsure of how to respond to his request for a 
personal reward, I broke from my nodding and smiling and said, “Well 
you’re going to be the guy that discovered the star organization in your 
grant portfolio!” When in doubt, tell truly lame, unfunny jokes, right? 
 He ignored me and then said what he had wanted to say all along, 
“I mean are you going to come and visit me some weekend. Come up to 
my house upstate. Spend some time. Heh, heh, heh.” Yes. His solicitous 
come-on	really	ended	with	a	satisfied	chuckle,	his	head	nodding	in	self-as-
surance, lips smacking with spit piled up in the corners of his mouth. Hot. 
 I was in shock. I think I placed a hand on my colleague’s arm in 
the hope of keeping her from darting out of the room. I was, somehow, 
still smiling. And I was literally calculating how much we needed this 
money and who was depending on this support—trying to imagine the 
good work it could fund. I wasn’t some strong feminist hero in the face of 
the oppressor. Even confronted with this craziness, feeling like I should 
run screaming, I was calmly calculating how much I needed his gift, and 
desperately searching for a response that wouldn’t offend him, so I could 
potentially salvage this meeting. He had continued talking. I don’t know 
what he said, but then I heard it . . .
	 “It’s	good	to	have	young	women	in	my	office,	sitting	on	my	couch.	
Do you guys masturbate?” One of us audibly gasped. “Do you two do 
that?” 
 He leaned back in his chair, smacking his lips again, sort of rock-
ing, smiling in anticipation of our answer, dreaming of something I didn’t 
want to imagine.
 I was panicked. I had never been more uncomfortable. But I also 
remember explicitly thinking ‘be cool.’ Just. Keep. Smiling. 
 Somehow we got out of that meeting. I think I said, “Well, we’re 
definitely	not	here	to	talk	about	that!”	then	laughed	and	coyly	recapped	
what	I’d	be	sending	his	office.	Something.	But	I	know	I	said	“Thank	you!	
Great to see you! We’ll talk soon.”
	 Maybe	he	didn’t	even	know	we	were	both	mortified.	Or	maybe	
he knew he had power over me, so he just didn’t care. He certainly didn’t 
know that I’d still think about that day sometimes. I didn’t realize that I 
would either. But I still do. 
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 Obviously, what happened was inappropriate and awful, and per-
haps it is a particularly egregious example of what women deal with every 
day. But, the truth is, throughout my leadership experiences, I was being 
judged all the time—for my skills and experience, sure—but also based on 
the way that I looked and the way that my womanhood was perceived by 
other	people.	The	comments	about	my	outfits,	the	lewd	propositioning,	the	
backhanded compliments. The critiques of my voice, the comments about 
my ‘giggle,’ the surprise at my intelligence. Despite all the incredible 
support I had from people who believed in me, the ways that I took those 
judgments out on myself were devastating. I was young and I really wasn’t 
prepared to deal with that part of my experience. I even subconsciously 
connected whether the world would view me as a successful leader with 
whether	I	was	fit	and	pretty.	I	wrote	down	every	calorie,	every	carb,	and	
tried to outrun my insecurity, until I ended up with my face in a toilet 
bowl. The dark side of my leadership experience left me feeling lonely, 
and a little . . . less. 
 But I really did feel like all of this was my personal problem, 
brought on by me alone. I didn’t want it to affect my leadership of a net-
work I loved. I just kept going. Mainstream wisdom for women leading 
says if you just lean in to the system, put your head down and do the work, 
despite everything, you’ll be alright. But a large part of my job throughout 
my career has been to call other young people into leadership. And lead-
ership—for me—also came with real costs. I never named that. More than 
anything, I regret recruiting an incredibly talented woman to be my suc-
cessor, with whom I didn’t spend one minute among countless hours we 
talked about the ins and outs of the job, sharing the things that were hard 
about it on me. Because sharing those experiences seemed like whining 
about my personal problems instead of doing the work.
 But that is not fair—and it is just not true. Too many of us believ-
ing that lie will prevent us from coming together to transform a broken 
system. The barriers to leadership for women are real, they are many, and 
they are systemic. Despite all the progress we have made, especially in the 
last century, women are still constantly denied the chance to do the work 
they want to do because of cultural perceptions and misconceptions about 
our gender. And the hundreds of incredible, brave young women I’ve had 
the	honor	to	work	with	and	meet	will	continue	to	butt	up	against	artificial	
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ceilings to their leadership that are the product of implicit (and explicit) 
bias.
 The best-case scenario should not be that women do everything 
they can to lean in to the system that is stacked against them. We’ve done 
enough apologizing for the way we are perceived. Enough appealing to 
fairness and parity. Enough conforming to a model of leadership that was 
never	designed	to	fit—and	that	can’t	even	effectively	tackle	the	challeng-
es leaders face today. Committing to doing whatever it takes to make it 
(whatever that means), does not mean that you won’t get blocked from 
reaching your full potential or that you won’t be held to a different stan-
dard	or	that	you	won’t	be	objectified.	Most	importantly,	just	because	some	
women have made it does not mean that the world isn’t missing out on the 
brilliance and innovation and leadership of your friends, colleagues, and 
other women around the world because of their gender—at a time when 
we need good leadership more acutely than ever.
 Maybe this is my chance to make up for not saying the things that 
I should have said, or for not being as brave as I wish I had been. Like I 
said, I’m one of the lucky ones, and I’m going to use that privilege to call 
out the fact that this problem is systemic: all women face real cultural, 
social,	financial,	and	political	barriers	to	leading.	The	leadership	gap	is	
real.	And	the	first	step	to	closing	it	is	disproving	the	prevalent	myths	that	
promulgate	the	idea	that	the	leadership	gap	is	nonexistent,	insignificant,	
unimportant, or the result of the personal choices women make.

The Leadership Gap 

Let’s start with the facts: Women are consistently underrepresented in 
leadership roles and positions across all sectors of the economy. The prob-
lem is systemic. Women are primed, prepared, and showing up to lead, 
yet	the	barriers	to	their	assuming	those	positions	are	numerous.	People	
are constantly trying to explain away the leadership gap—offering that 
perhaps the gap between men and women being selected for leadership 
positions is a product of women’s choices or their preferences for lowering 
paying,	less	“difficult”	jobs.	That	is,	they	say	the	problem	isn’t	systemic	
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One way people commonly discuss the ceiling placed on the recognition 
and validation given to women and their potential to lead is via the pay, 
or	wage,	gap.	This	reflects	only	a	portion	of	the	true	leadership	gap—the	
underrepresentation of women in leadership positions, across all sectors. 
But I’ll get into that later. Regardless, the same myths are used to justify 
or explain away the systemic disadvantages facing women in the work-
place—both in their compensation and in their pursuit of leadership.
 Before we dive into those myths, let’s tell the truth about the pay 
gap. It is pretty simple: women are paid less than men for the same work. 
Across all sectors, women working full-time make less than men doing the 
same job, despite women being more educated overall and more likely to 
hold managerial positions. Today, women working full-time make about 
eighty cents for every dollar earned by a man. That’s twenty cents less for 
every dollar—and that’s a best-case scenario. The gap is larger for women 
of color, larger still for mothers, and largest for single mothers (dispropor-
tionately	women	of	color	themselves),	who	bring	in	only	about	fifty-nine	
cents for every dollar earned by a man. This wage gap becomes even more 
pronounced the more education is required for a position. That is, women 
aren’t compensated for their leadership and leadership potential at higher 
levels of institutional responsibility and higher levels of pay. The higher 
the pay for a position, the larger the gap is between men’s pay and that of 
women who are doing the same job. 
 Despite the amount of attention and coverage given to the pay 
gap—even	earning	top	billing	on	Hillary	Clinton’s	2016	presidential	cam-
paign platform—a lot of that air time is spent responding to misleading 

The Myths

but rather the result of a lack of ambition or a lack of skill on the part of 
women in the workforce. These “explanations” are not only insulting to 
women,	they	are	insufficient	to	explain	the	problem.	They’re	myths	that	
obscure the real, substantial cost—economically and emotionally—of sup-
pressing women’s leadership when people try to minimize the problem. 
 Let’s systematically prove them wrong.
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frames and myths that don’t address the real pay and leadership gaps that 
carry real costs to the women they disadvantage, to our country, and to the 
world.

Bullshit Myth #1: Women choose to work in lower-paying jobs. It’s 
true	that,	on	average,	women	work	in	lower	paying	fields	than	men.	But,	
this does not explain away the pay gap. Women earn less than men across 
every single job category for which there’s enough data to measure the dif-
ference. Every one. Just ‘choosing higher paying jobs’ does not close the 
pay	gap	for	women.	A	sizeable	and	statistically	significant	gap	still	exists,	
even after adjusting for different occupations. Encouraging women to take 
on	STEM	fields	and	code	might	be	an	important	piece	of	the	puzzle.	But	
women	choosing	higher	paying	fields	don’t	automatically	earn	more	mon-
ey than they would have otherwise. Average pay actually decreases in the 
field	itself,	as	companies	choose	to	compensate	women	less	than	the	male	
employees they’d previously been hiring to do the same work.  
 It is also extremely misleading to attribute the extent to which 
women	are	working	in	lower	paying	fields	to	women’s	choices	alone.	That	
leap	assumes	a	level	playing	field—that	women	are	making	those	‘choic-
es’ with all other things being equal. As if women are just think, “Money? 
Tee-hee,	giggle!	No,	thanks!	(wink,	hair	flip).”	No.	The	choices	women	
make	to	enter	lower	paying	fields	are	informed	by	their	circumstances.	
Women	often	take	lower	paying	jobs	in	lower	paying	fields,	because	they	
disproportionately bear the burden of childcare and home management.  
We have decided as a country not to support families that need childcare, 
and, without affordable options, women often end up needing to work jobs 
with	flexible	hours	to	be	with	their	children	at	home	and,	as	a	result,	they	
get stuck cobbling together part-time gigs that don’t even provide essential 
benefits	like	health-care.	Wow,	sounds	like	a	great	“choice”	to	me.	We’re	
not talking about the people that make the valid choice to stay at home 
because they want to. We’re talking about the women forced out of better 
jobs (or out of the workforce entirely). And it isn’t always a choice.
 And while we’re at it, let’s discuss why those “higher paying” 
industries	are	higher	paying	in	the	first	place.	Are	construction	workers	
and factory workers inherently or intrinsically more valuable than health 
workers or child-care professionals? No. Generally, those ‘higher paying’ 
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industries have unionized at higher rates, so workers get a larger percent of 
the	profits.		And	those	fields	are	also	more	likely	to	be	the	subject	of	tradi-
tional gender stereotyping with unequal access based on false assumptions 
about	the	correlation	between	gender	and	the	ability	to	perform	specific	
tasks.		Any	given	field’s	concept	of	it’s	“ideal	worker”	is	an	important	and	
understudied schema when considering how women are denied opportuni-
ties	and	influenced	or	tracked	in	their	career	paths.	So,	this	isn’t	exactly	a	
“choice.”

Baseless Myth #2: Men are more qualified for good jobs. Women need 
to focus on training. Women cannot “educate themselves’ out of the pay 
gap. The idea that they can is pure myth. Women earn more degrees than 
men.	Period.	This	has	been	true	for	a	while.	The	fact	that	women	are	more	
educated, yet the pay gap is larger as the education required for a position 
increases is pretty clear evidence that the gap has nothing to do with ed-
ucation	or	proficiency.	Too	often,	demands	for	gender	parity	in	the	work-
place are placated by companies offering a training program for women in 
the company. But training opportunities in and of themselves won’t close 
that gap, and we can’t write off the problem as if that’s all that’s required. 
 In fact, the skills required to achieve results at the highest levels in 
leadership are largely misunderstood. The most successful leaders today 
need facilitative skills, the ability to listen well, to respond to the needs 
of others, to remain responsive and adaptable, to build community and let 
that community be self-directed, and to actually distribute leadership.  And 
of all workers, women have been more frequently tracked into positions 
that build these skills, meaning they’re arguably even more prepared, on 
average,	to	deliver	results	as	leaders	than	men	are.	Plus,	women	know	how	
to adapt their leadership approach. We are frequently told to adjust our 
style to get ahead, so we’re more likely to pursue and respond to what’s 
required of us as leaders, than men are, who haven’t been so frequently 
asked to change.  
 But the qualities selection committees and boards look for in 
prospective leaders largely don’t track with what’s required for leaders 
to be successful. The most correlated characteristic of a leader chosen 
by a board is someone that looks like they do—mostly older, white men. 
Charismatic risk-takers, or high-performers in important senior leader-
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ship positions internally are also top picks, though their skills might have 
nothing at all to do with the kind of skills required for the job at hand.  We 
select people we think look and act like we imagine leaders should—like 
the caricature of a leader in our heads—even if the best leaders, in reality, 
“look” very different. 
 Companies can’t train women to lead when they largely don’t rec-
ognize what good leadership requires today. In reality, women are likely 
already among their most well-equipped. The bottom line: just training 
women won’t close the gap. Women are already more educated, and argu-
ably more equipped than anyone for leadership in this moment. We should 
probably be training you.

Misleading Myth #3: There’s only a pay gap at the top, so it only mat-
ters to rich women. Nice try. Divide and conquer. Too bad this argument 
is bunk. It is completely, 100%, the case that the pay gap is biggest at the 
top	of	the	pay	scale,	with	women	making	up	only	26%	of	people	paid	
100K or more (only 4% of whom are women of color). And yes, the pay 
gap remains relatively small at the lower end of the pay scale. 
	 There’s	a	floor	on	the	pay	gap	because	of	the	federal	minimum	
wage, meaning at the lowest end of the pay scale, employers can’t pay 
women less than men doing the same job, even if they want to. But, recent 
estimates suggest that closing the pay gap would actually lift more than 
half of poor women and their families out of poverty. Half. That’s pretty 
m-f’ing consequential. And the lower the wages, the more valuable each 
dollar is to the earner. So even though the gap might be smaller, it’s also 
felt most severely for lower wage earners. Those women aren’t just miss-
ing out on building their nest egg; the pay gap might be the difference 
between putting food on the table or not.

Unconscionable, Fear-mongering, Misogynistic Myth #4: Of course 
men should be paid more. Men are breadwinners. If women get paid 
more, men will get paid less. Plus men are bigger, stronger, and more 
intelligent. In case you don’t believe that this is a real argument anyone 
would make in 2017, I submit these gems for your consideration:

 “If businesses are forced to pay women the same as male earnings,  
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	 then	men	will	have	an	even	more	difficult	time	earning	enough		 	
 [as primary breadwinners.]” —James Green, Vice Chair Wasatch   
 Republican Party 

Need more convincing?

 “Of course, women must earn less than men because they are   
 weaker, they are smaller, they are less intelligent. They must earn   
 less. That’s all!” —Janusz Korwin-Mikkey, Member of European   
 Parliament, Poland 

Oh,	and	we	can’t	forget	our	current	President.

 “[P]utting a wife to work is a very dangerous thing…” —Donald Trump  

Obviously, this myth needs to be addressed, but it’s so cuckoo bananas 
it’s hard to even know where to start. First, discrimination isn’t okay, even 
if	you’re	the	white	man	in	power	benefitting	from	it.	Just	saying	I	need	
to	make	less	so	that	there’s	no	risk	you	won’t	is	not	a	justification	for	
discrimination. Are people just supposed to hear your argument and say, 
“You’re feeling threatened? Oh, ok. I had no idea! In that case, I totally 
assent to be discriminated against.” I guess maybe these guys are relying 
on the fact that most people in power are men? Well, we’re not buying it.
 Second, men aren’t necessarily the “breadwinners” anymore. They 
are in some families. And more power to them; families should be able 
to choose how they’d like to provide, and have the option to become one 
income households supported by male earners if that’s what they prefer. 
But, in reality, women are just as likely to work as men: women make up 
half of the workforce, are the sole breadwinner in 50% of all U.S. house-
holds with children, and are sole breadwinners in 80% of all single parent 
households, while single mothers continue to be disadvantaged by the pay 
gap more than anyone else. 
 And a quick note for those that claim men are the breadwinners 
even in households where two incomes are required, because the man of-
ten makes more money. That argument is tautological. There’s a pay gap, 
therefore men make more money than women in every job where there’s 
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data to measure it. So, just because men in two-earner households might 
make more money, you can’t just deem them the de facto breadwinners, 
and	use	that	as	a	justification	for	saying	they	should	continue	to	make	
more money than women who are doing the exact same job. Nope! Nice 
try, but we aren’t buying that either.
 Lastly, an extra dollar paid to a woman is not the same as an extra 
dollar paid to a man. Until the pay gap is closed, women are making less, 
so each dollar is, in a economic sense, more valuable when it’s paid to 
them. That is, it means more because that woman is otherwise making 
less. Women are more likely to spend that extra dollar, which stimulates 
the economy. More people, with more spending power, buying more goods 
is good for the economy; it causes businesses to grow, and when they’re 
growing, they hire more people—both men and women. 
 And if you can’t get behind that, how about this: women spend a 
larger portion of their money on their children and families than men do. 
That is not to say that men don’t spend money on their families; it’s just 
a fact. The data show that women are more likely to spend their money to 
improve the quality of life for their children, which has serious positive 
consequences for the economy and for society as it whole—it leads to less 
dependency on social programs and improved educational attainment for 
children, which, in turn, increases kids’ future earning potential, decreas-
ing intergenerational poverty. Investing in women pays some pretty nice 
dividends. 
 In short, all the arguments that the wage gap can be chalked up to 
women’s choices or otherwise diminished are distractions from the real 
problem—the pay gap is holding all of us back. It’s real, and closing it can 
provide	real	benefits:	eliminating	the	pay	gap	would	lift	people	out	of	pov-
erty	and	stimulate	the	economy	for	everyone.	Perhaps	most	importantly,	the	
pay	gap	is	reflective	of	a	broader	leadership	gap	that’s	suppressing	women’s	
contributions to solving the pressing challenges we’re up against, and exac-
erbating a leadership crisis we face as a global community.

The Big One

The leadership gap for women is a lot larger than even the pay gap would 
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suggest. And it’s perpetuated by the most damaging myth of all: that for 
a women to get more, she does so only at the expense of men and other 
women. That is, there are a limited amount of leadership opportunities, 
and	we’re	all—men	and	women	alike—fighting	over	them.	It	is	as	if,	on	
the	first	day,	God	created	the	heavens	and	earth,	then,	on	the	second	day,	
he designated a set number of leadership positions and associated com-
pensation, and on the third day, he gave them all to men. And if we want 
them	back,	we	have	to	fight	over	them.	It’s	just	not	true.	And	bucking	that	
illusion	of	scarcity—refusing	to	accept	that	premise—is	a	key	to	finally	
closing the gap.
 First, let’s get a real picture of how vast the leadership gap for 
women actually is. Despite making up more than half the workforce and 
more	than	half	of	all	college	graduates,	only	4%	of	S&P	500	CEOs	are	
women, down one point from last year. Women hold only 22% of senior 
management roles, only 17% of corporate board seats, and only one in 
five	seats	in	Congress.	39%	of	firms	in	G7	countries	have	no	women	in	
senior	management	roles	whatsoever.		In	film	and	television,	women	
made	up	only	26%	of	all	show-running,	producing,	writing,	and	editing	
jobs	between	2015	and	2016.		Only	3%	of	boards	of	directors	at	Fortune	
500 companies are women of color, and women of color make up fewer 
than	4%	of	managers	and	executive	official	in	S&P	companies.	Among	
the most successful leaders in business, entertainment, and politics, only 
forty-six of the four hundred super rich ($1.7B+) were women—and only 
one of those women was a woman of color. 
 How, in 2017, is that possible? There is no evidence to suggest 
that men are more effective leaders  In fact, women who are in managerial 
positions are proven to improve performance outcomes—productivity and 
achievement—in the teams they manage.  But the leadership gap persists. 
It even holds across academia, unions, and religious institutions. And even 
in	the	“woman-friendly”	nonprofit	sector,	women	make	up	only	18%	of	
CEOs	at	the	largest	nonprofits.	
 And, the gap is even larger than these statistics suggest. By citing 
studies that measure how many women occupy any “senior management 
role,” we ignore the bigger gap in executive and positional power. After 
all,	though	women	make	up	20%	of	members	of	Congress,	only	6	states	
have female governors. And though 22% of senior management roles 
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are	filled	by	women,	we	still	only	have	women	in	4%	of	CEO	position	
in	the	S&P	500.	And	positional	power	matters.	It	comes	with	respect,	
recognition, and higher compensation. It affords leaders the tools needed 
to change the organizations they run. Without positional power, women 
leading are kept behind the scenes, spending as much time facilitating the 
work of “real” leaders as they spend doing their own. It also means they 
are less likely to be recognized or see themselves as leaders, and, more 
likely to become demoralized or burn out.
 In closing the leadership gap for women and addressing the real 
leadership	crisis	we’re	all	up	against,	it’s	important	to	broaden	our	defini-
tion of what titles or positions a leader holds, and recognize the leadership 
qualities in people who aren’t in traditional leadership roles. But attaining 
positional power makes it simpler for women to change company culture 
and internal policies to recognize other leaders in their organizations, pro-
mote other leadership styles, and elevate the other people in an organiza-
tion leading alongside them. And positional power offers women a plat-
form for the rest of the world to recognize them, which can help to change 
a society’s image of what a leader can look like and their conception of 
who is capable of leading to one that is much more diverse.
 Can we teach women to “lead from behind?” Sure. Can we ac-
knowledge and lift up the acts of leadership that occur behind the scenes? 
Definitely.	Should	we	broaden	our	definition	of	leadership	to	acknowledge	
women who are doing incredible, important work in non-traditional roles, 
at home, through their volunteerism, or in positions that are often over-
looked? Yes.
 But we should not ask women to give up on positional leadership 
either, or to be the silent partner standing behind the man. We need to 
acknowledge women leaders in all positions. But we also need to pro-
mote them, and close the gap between the talented female leaders that are 
perfect for roles with positional power, and the leaders that are ultimately 
chosen	to	fill	them.
 This is where the mother of all myths comes in: probably the great-
est barrier to leadership for women is belief in the theory of scarcity, that 
shows up so often in public dialogue around the seriousness of the lead-
ership	gap.	It	is	the	justification	for	the	ways	in	which	women	are	pitted	
against one another to secure a top spot. It is used to encourage women to 
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lean in as hard as possible to the system as it is, in hopes that, despite ev-
erything, they just might make it to the top. The theory of scarcity implies 
that there is only so much opportunity; only so much money to be made or 
so	many	leadership	positions	to	be	filled.	According	to	the	myth	of	scarci-
ty, we can’t all make it. And so women are in competition with one anoth-
er to earn what little is available. And if women manage to earn more than 
they have in the past, the myth of scarcity tells us, they will do so at the 
expense of men. 
 So instead of being about the cost of suppressing women’s lead-
ership, the conversation turns into one about who loses when a women 
gains, and who falls behind when women get ahead. This “scarcity” 
argument shows up in almost every arena where the question of women’s 
equality is on the table. 
	 But	it	is	fundamentally	flawed	and	obscures	an	important	truth:	un-
locking the leadership of women that have been held back by oppressive 
practices, stereotypes, violence, disrespectful work environments, social 
pressure,	financial	burden,	and	biased	selection	processes	isn’t	a	threaten-
ing appropriation of opportunity to women at the expense of anyone. It’s 
an incredible opportunity for all of us. An opportunity to see what kind of 
growth women can create, and what ideas they’ve been denied the oppor-
tunity to bring into the world. It’s an opportunity to identify the best lead-
ers, regardless of gender, that can grow our organizations and companies 
and institutions, and tackle the unprecedented problems that we’re facing 
worldwide. It’s an opportunity to discover new leaders, when our current 
ones are largely underperforming. It’s an opportunity to address what the 
World Economic Forum has called a crisis of leadership in the world, 
by ceasing to hold women back from the leadership they’d like to claim. 
Refuting scarcity and embracing leadership diversity presents us with an 
opportunity to grow the economy for everybody. 
 There just isn’t a set amount of opportunity in the world. We can 
make new opportunities, create new jobs, come up with new solutions to 
real problems that can make peoples’ lives better. And that’s a hell of a lot 
more inspiring than continuing to oppress people because we are afraid of 
what might happen if we stop. Holding on to a corrupt and unfair system 
because you’re scared does a disservice to all of us. Not ever knowing 
what’s truly possible is the real risk of not closing the leadership gap.
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My	first	child	is	a	boy.	His	name	is	Jett.	He’s	beautiful	and	fearless	and	
very opinionated. He has more than a few t-shirts that say, “Future World 
Leader.” Or “Brave.” And since I’ve started talking about this work and 
insisting now is the moment to close the leadership gap and women are 
uniquely equipped to lead, numerous people have smiled uncomfortably, 
some grabbed my hand sweetly, and said something like, “Well you can’t 
really mean that. After all, Jett is going to be a great leader too.” 
 My son is only one-and-a-half. He hasn’t been spoiled by the 
world yet. He loves me and worships women, not because we’re beautiful, 
but because we’re strong, smart, and courageous. Women are guiding him 
through the world. And he is evidence that women having more does not 
equal men having less. When I have more, I give it to him. And when his 
caretakers have more, they give it to him. And when women have more, 
all	of	us	benefit.	
 It shouldn’t be radical to say this, but suggesting that women are 
at the forefront of a leadership revolution doesn’t imply that I don’t want 
the best for my son. I think closing the leadership gap is a prerequisite to 
a better future for him, and for the rest of us. When women aren’t leading, 
they aren’t growing and creating the world that will be a blessing to my 
son, who gets to live in it. 
 Jett is proof that there is not a pre-determined amount of anything 
that	we	have	to	fight	over.	Women	can	make	new	life.	We	can	also	create	
more wealth, fuel economic growth, and drive innovation. The fear that 
there isn’t enough opportunity for all of us to be leaders is a myth that 
keeps us in competition with each other instead of directing our focus to-
ward creating more for everyone. We can be scared and hold women back 
at a cost to all of us; or, we can embrace the opportunity for Jett and the 
rest of us to see what’s truly possible in a world where all women can lead.

(This essay is excerpted from High Pony, to be published by NationBuild-
er Books in November, 2017. For a full list of citations, email the author at 
to hilary@nationbuilder.com)

The Future
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Amy Henderson

In mid-2015, I was more than eight months pregnant and down on my 
knees picking up the peas that my three-year-old daughter, Clare, and my 
nearly	two-year-old	son,	Aidan,	had	spilled	all	over	our	kitchen	floor.	It	
was lunchtime, and I was still in my pajamas and hadn’t yet brushed my 
teeth.	And	while	the	kids	above	me	banged	their	fists	on	the	table	and	
continued	to	spill	food	onto	the	floor,	I	became	viscerally	aware	of	the	
taunting voices in my own head. They were telling me that no matter what 
I did, I was a failure. I was going to fail my kids if I continued my career, 
and I was going to fail them if I didn’t. And, because of my kids, I was 
definitely	going	to	fail	in	my	career.	I’d	been	hearing	these	voices	since	
my	first	pregnancy.	But	on	this	particular	day,	I’d	had	enough.	I	resolved	
to	no	longer	let	the	voices	have	their	way	with	me.	It	was	time	to	find	my	
own voice.
 As a resident of California, one of only three states in the United 
States that offers paid maternity leave, I had twelve weeks away from 
work during which I could begin this process. So, in between round-the-
clock feedings and diaper changes, I talked with mothers who had good 
relationships with their kids as well as thriving careers. I paced the house 
with my sleeping infant in my arms, my neck kinked to hold the phone 
between my cheek and shoulder while I whispered into the receiver: How 
are you doing it? Please, tell me.
 I had a shocking revelation during these conversations. The vast 
majority of the women I called—senior vice presidents at tech companies, 
CEO’s,	computer	programmers,	partners	at	law	firms,	nurses,	doctors,	and	
more—realized that they were performing better in their careers because 
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they had kids, not in spite of them. 
 A senior level computer programmer who built and managed the 
teams at several successful tech companies shared this anecdote with me, 
“Since becoming a mom, I no longer tolerate when a coder does a half-ass 
job	and	then	fights	when	I	tell	him	that	I’m	not	going	to	merge	his	code	
into the system. Before, I would hesitate and worry about it escalating 
into	a	team	conflict.	Now,	I	don’t	want	to	waste	everyone’s	time	fixing	the	
problems brought about by his shitty code.”
 When I asked her if it was her experience that allowed her to have 
the	confidence	to	be	more	assertive	at	work,	she	replied,	“No,	it	wasn’t.	
Because my daughter is a higher priority to me than my work, I now glean 
more of my value from my role as a mom, and whether I’m doing right by 
her.” And this, she realized when she was talking with me, allows her to be 
more effective at work.
 Before talking with me, however, the majority of the moms I 
interviewed had been, like me, too inundated with negative messaging to 
even consider the potential positive impact motherhood could have had on 
their careers. And the voices telling us that motherhood would cause us to 
underperform at work weren’t just in our own heads.
 Donald Trump said in an October 2004 NBC Dateline Segment, 
“Pregnancy	is	inconvenient	for	business.”	And	it’s	not	just	Trump,	many	
of the CEO’s I know, while unwilling to say it publicly, feel the same way. 
Shelley Correll and her colleagues, then at Cornell University, found that 
mothers	in	the	workforce	are	rated	as	significantly	less	competent,	less	
intelligent, and less committed than women without children; and a moth-
er	is	79%	less	likely	to	be	hired,	and	half	as	likely	to	get	promoted,	when	
compared	to	an	equally	qualified	woman	without	a	child.	
 What was happening? Why did there seem to be such a huge gap 
between the perception and the reality of motherhood’s impact on career 
performance?
 Enthralled, I kept going, continuing the interviews and looking into 
other	fields	of	research—including	neuroscience,	evolutionary	biology,	
game theory, primate patterns, leadership studies, and more—to help me 
understand what I was hearing. Eventually, I also began to include dads in 
my research.
 But I’ll be honest, I didn’t want to include dads.
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 My husband was a more engaged partner and father than many of 
the men I knew. When my son was two and we saw a vacuum by the side 
of the road, he pointed to it and said, “Dada,” because in our house, my 
husband is the one who wields the vacuum. But, despite the fact that my 
husband handled many of the domestic tasks, since becoming a mom, I 
had started to resent him.
  And I wasn’t alone. Many of the moms I interviewed told me that 
they also resented their husbands. As accomplished career women, we’d 
had to not only meet but exceed the bar for excellence in the workplace 
in order to get ahead or advance in our careers. And this bar had risen 
even higher after we had kids. But for our husbands, fatherhood automat-
ically boosted their careers. On average, a father earns $5,000 more than 
a childless man. But, with each child, a mother earns 4-15% less than a 
childless woman. And when you dig deeper into these numbers, you’ll see 
that women fare pretty well in the workforce before they become moms: a 
childless woman earns ninety-three cents of a childless man’s dollar. But 
a	mother	earns	only	seventy-six	cents	to	a	father’s	dollar.	These	findings,	
published in a 2014 report and presented to congress by Michelle Budig, a 
sociologist at the University of Massachusetts, are attributed to what gen-
der scholars call the “fatherhood bonus” and the “motherhood penalty.” 
 Why do fathers earn so much more and mothers earn so much less 
than everyone else? Because our economy is still organized around the 
concept of what gender scholars call the “ideal worker” father married to a 
stay-at-home mother. In this model, the mother takes responsibility for the 
house and children, and the father is expected to devote himself to his job, 
free from any caregiving responsibilities, because the family depends on 
his income. 
 The majority of American families, however, no longer exist in 
this	model.	According	to	a	2015	Pew	Center	research	survey,	only	25%	
of families with children under eighteen have an ideal worker father and 
a	stay-at-home	mom.	A	2016	study	by	Ernst	and	Young	found	that	the	
fastest	growing	segment	of	the	U.S.	workforce	is	moms,	56%	of	whom	
have children under the age of three. And in her book The Richer Sex, Liza 
Mundy	claims	that	within	a	generation	more	households	will	be	financially	
supported by women than by men. But, the expectations of the workplace 
have not yet caught up to reality. 
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 And then there’s the home front, where the majority of us encoun-
ter the implicit assumption that mothers are better suited than fathers to 
care for their children. I unconsciously believed this was true. I had carried 
Clare in my womb, birthed her, and was nursing her. In the role of nur-
turer, I was biologically superior to my husband. And, as much as I loved 
being the primary caretaker for our daughter, I resented my husband for 
not matching my level of responsibility. 
 But when I began interviewing mothers who had experienced 
meteoric success in their careers and they talked about their relationships 
with their mates, I began to question my own.
 One of the women I spoke with during my research was Shellye 
Archambeau, the CEO of MetricStream, a Silicon Valley tech company 
with over 1,000 employees. The daughter of a stay-at-home mom and a 
dad without a college degree, Shellye was recently named “the second 
most	influential	African	American	in	technology”	by	Business Insider 
magazine. Shellye told me that her husband deserved much of the credit 
for her success because he carried the bulk of the responsibility for caring 
for their home and children. 
 She talked about how women often set expectations for how things 
are done at home, and try to control it; we want it done our way, or a cer-
tain way, and this tells our husbands that a certain domain is off limits and 
that they should stay away. But then we get mad when they don’t step in.
	 “At	first,”	Shellye	told	me,	“there	were	times	when	I	tried	to	mi-
cromanage the way my husband did things at home, and he had to stop me 
and say, ‘Look, I’m going to do it the way I want to do it.’ And initially 
that was hard for me, because his way was not my way.” 
 In one of her class pictures, Shellye’s daughter was wearing two 
braids that were supposed to be pinned up on her head, but one had fallen 
down. “While my husband was doing her hair, I could’ve stepped in and 
done it better,” Shellye said, “but that would’ve disempowered him.”
 After I interviewed Shellye, I asked my husband if I blocked him 
from stepping in at home. My husband looked at me sideways. “You never 
even	let	me	hold	our	first	child	until	she	was	six	months	old,”	he	said.	
 Exasperated, I told him: “I would’ve been happy to let you hold 
her, especially when she woke up every two hours at night. But you never 
got up to get her.” 
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 “I never heard her cry,” he said.
	 And	this	was	true.	Part	of	the	reason	I	begrudged	him	was	because	
he happily snored through her crying, while I, a previously sound sleeper, 
sat bolt upright in bed the second she began to whimper.
 “You could’ve woken me up,” my husband told me. “I would’ve 
been happy to go and get her.”
 Around this time, I found a study detailing the effect of parenting 
on the brains of both men and women. Apparently, regardless of your sex, 
engaging in parenting releases the hormone oxytoxin. For nearly a century, 
oxytoxin, also known as the ‘bonding hormone,’ was associated only with 
mothers because it’s released during childbirth and when a child is breast-
feeding. However, a 2014 study, led by Ruth Feldman, a psychologist and 
neuroscientist at Bar-Ilan University in Israel, found that dads also pro-
duce oxytocin in direct proportion to the amount of time they are engaged 
in caretaking. And, in most cases, primary caretaking dads produce the 
same	amount	of	oxytocin	as	primary	caretaking	mothers.	As	Professor	
Feldman explained, “Evolution created other pathways for adaptation to 
the parental role in human fathers, and these alternative pathways come 
with practice, attunement, and day-to-day caregiving.”
 All men—including my husband—are neurologically primed to 
care for our children, but the only way they can develop these capacities is 
by engaging in caretaking activities. 
 There’s nothing I can do about the past. But I can change the pres-
ent moment. Now, when our third child cries at night, I shake my snoring 
husband awake. True to his word, he gets up to hold her and soothe her 
back to sleep.
 And this has far reaching implications. Kids do better with engaged 
dads. According to research by Scott Coltrane from the University of 
Oregon, preschoolers with engaged fathers show higher levels of cognitive 
competence,	self-control,	and	empathy.	Researchers	at	Penn	State	have	
found that as adolescents, the children of actively caretaking dads have 
more self-esteem, especially the girls.
 Wives do better with husbands who play an active role in caring 
for their children. In 2010, a Swedish study found mothers’ future earnings 
increased 7% for every month of parental leave that her partner took. And 
in	countries	where	men	take	paternity	leave,	women	are	significantly	more	
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likely to serve in leadership positions, according to a recent joint study 
by	the	Peterson	Institute	for	International	Economics	and	EY(formerly	
Ernst & Young) of nearly 22,000 companies across ninety-one countries. 
The study also found, relative to companies with little gender diversity in 
leadership positions, more women in senior positions yields an increased 
profitability	of	15%.	
 And then I discovered that moms aren’t the only ones facing 
discrimination in the workforce. Dads who are seen to have caregiving re-
sponsibilities are also stigmatized. A 2013 Rutgers university study found 
that men who take leave to care for a child or a parent are less likely to be 
recommended	for	promotions,	raises,	or	high-profile	assignments.	Another	
study, conducted in 2013 by Long Island University, found that caregiving 
fathers	face	significantly	more	harassment,	such	as	being	teased,	put	down,	
or excluded. 
 A few months after my husband started tending to our little one 
at night, we were having breakfast in the kitchen when he mentioned that 
he’d gotten up with her the night before. 
 “What?!” I said. “You heard her cry and I didn’t.”
 “Yep,” he said with a wink.
 So, I included dads in my research.

And, now, after conducting ninety-three interviews with moms and twen-
ty-seven interviews with dads and pouring over thousands of pages of 
related	research	from	other	fields,	I	believe	that	parenting	makes	us	better	
at work.
 But before I go any further, I need you need you to understand that 
parenting	is	difficult.	If	you’re	an	engaged	parent,	you	already	know	this.	
But if you haven’t spent much time around kids, you may not know about 
the daily gauntlet of challenges faced by parents. A millennial without 
kids recently told me that he thought parenting was easier than work done 
outside the home because, “there’s no risk involved in caring for chil-
dren.”	Before	I	had	kids,	I	would	have	agreed	with	him.	Parenting	looked	
easy. When people I knew went out on leave, I wondered what they would 
do with their time. What new hobbies would they master in all their free 
time? 
	 But	then	I	became	a	parent.	And,	like	over	90%	of	the	engaged	
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parents	I	interviewed,	I	was	blindsided	by	the	challenges.	My	first	child,	
Clare, came into the world as a slight wiggling in my belly. She eventual-
ly	grew	into	thumping	fists	and	full-footed	kicks,	into	clearly	articulated	
flashes	of	individual	toes	and	fingers	visible	just	beneath	the	blue-veined	
surface of my nearly translucent skin. When she was born, I felt my chest 
crack open with a love more powerful than I’d ever imagined. All of the 
affection I’d ever known—for other people, places, and dreams—swarmed 
through the opening her presence created. And I discovered a new way of 
being	in	the	world.	One	that	was	infinitely	more	tender,	expansive,	and	
miraculous. I had created life.
 The vast majority of the parents I interviewed experienced a sim-
ilar	transformation	with	the	birth	of	their	first	child.	Bzur	Haun,	the	CEO	
of	Visage	Mobile,	told	me,	“The	first	time	I	made	eye-contact	with	a	small	
human that looked like me, I melted. And the melting never stops. I was 
never the type to tear-up in the past. Since kids, simple thoughts can turn 
on the water works for me.” 
 The shadow side of this euphoric experience revealed itself to me 
about six weeks after Clare was born. Because having the power to create 
life also meant that I was responsible for safeguarding that life. Aided by 
a lack of high quality, consistent sleep and shocked by the many demands 
of caring for my new baby, I found myself operating in an altered state of 
hyper-vigilance. For several nights, when I should’ve been sleeping, I sat 
up watching Clare sleep, cycling through a list of fears: Is she breathing? 
Should I pick her up to make sure she’s breathing? What if I don’t pick 
her up and she dies of Sudden Infant Death Syndrome? What if I do pick 
her up and I can’t get her back to sleep and I go without any sleep tonight? 
Will I produce enough milk for her if I don’t get any sleep tonight? What 
if I don’t get any sleep and I fall down while carrying her tomorrow? Will 
she injure her brain because her soft spot hasn’t yet melded together in her 
skull? Is she breathing . . ?
 The diligence required to raise a newborn and toddler can be over-
whelming. Especially when done alone, or mostly alone. And, I discov-
ered during my interviews, this is also true for dads and non-birth parents 
who	carry	the	bulk	of	the	responsibility	for	raising	their	children.	Griffin	
Caprio, now the director of engineering at Enova, served as the primary 
caretaker	for	the	first	sixteen	months	of	his	son’s	life,	an	experience	which	
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he described as incredibly stressful. “It was 100% dependent on me to not 
let him get killed,” he told me. 
 When Clare was six weeks old, I learned that I couldn’t do it all 
by myself. Our health care practitioner stepped in when she saw that I had 
an elevated heart rate and that I was operating in an altered state of mental 
functioning. And a community of mothers—my mom, my mother-in-law, 
and friends who were moms—intervened to help me. They shared their 
hard-earned wisdom, took turns holding Clare, and showed me how to 
develop a healthy level of vigilance, one that allowed me to care for both 
my baby and myself.
 More than 80% of the parents I interviewed said that they’d en-
countered at least one painful time of reckoning, when they were forced 
to	face	difficult	things	about	themselves	and/or	their	relationships	with	
others.	Parenthood	teaches	us	where	we	need	to	grow,	and	gives	us	the	op-
portunity to stretch past what we think are our limits to meet the challenge 
of raising our kids. 
 It’s important to note that I interviewed a very select group of 
parents. I started with the working moms I admired, and then I asked them 
to connect me with working parents they admired. Which means that the 
vast majority of the parents I interviewed were self-selecting in a very 
particular way: they were choosing to grow through the challenges they 
faced.	And	while	they	had	a	range	of	unique	and	specific	areas	where	they	
further developed themselves, when I coded the interviews I’d conducted, 
I found one common theme: nearly all of them had developed more and 
better relationships with the people around them.
 Earlier in this piece, I detailed how active parenting releases the 
hormone oxytocin in both men and women. When oxytocin is present, 
according to Shelley E. Taylor at UCLA, people are more likely to re-
spond	to	stress	with	the	impulse	to	“tend	and	befriend,”	rather	than	to	fight	
or	flight.	“When	it	is	operating	during	times	of	low	stress,	oxytocin	phys-
iologically rewards those who maintain good social bonds with feelings 
of well-being. But,” Taylor told Science Watch, “when it comes on board 
during times of high social stress or pain, it may lead people to seek out 
more and better social contacts.”
 Building a community of support, I heard from almost every parent 
I	interviewed,	was	essential.	Julie	Miller-Phipps,	the	regional	president	for	
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Southern California Kaiser, told me, “When you become a parent, it’s not 
doable to have everything fall on you. I quickly discovered that I couldn’t 
do it all myself, and I didn’t need to. Others couldn’t do it by themselves 
either, and I could help them. I built a network of people in my child’s life 
and	in	my	work	life	who	help	me	ebb	and	flow	and	be	resilient.”	
 Building a community of support is step one. Step two is learning 
to deepen and sustain those relationships. 
	 Clare	was	three	the	first	time	she	told	me	she	hated	me.	I	reacted	
by running out of the room in tears and huddling in the fetal position on 
the	bathroom	floor.	At	the	time,	working	a	full-time	job	and	still	nursing	
Clare’s eight-month-old brother, I felt more than stretched. I was working 
many late nights so that I could be present with my children in the morn-
ings and evenings, and I regularly took Clare on “mommy-daughter dates” 
to give her some of the attention she desperately craved from me. But 
when	Clare	told	me	that	she	hated	me	because	I	wanted	her	to	finish	her	
vegetables, it reinforced the voices in my head that told me I was failing 
her.	And	I	wanted	to	sit	on	the	bathroom	floor	and	surrender	to	them.	They	
were right, I couldn’t parent well and have a career. I should give up. 
But then Clare knocked. And when I let her in, she climbed into my lap, 
wrapped her arms around my neck, and told me that she loved me more 
than	anything	and	could	I	read	her	Pinkalicious.	Pretty	please?!	This,	and	
many other similar instances, taught me that my daughter is resilient; I am 
resilient; we are all more resilient than we realize. And so are our bonds 
with each other. 
	 And	this	definitely	translates	to	how	we	show	up	at	work.	In	Feld-
man’s lab, they found that oxytocin positively impacted the regions of the 
brain associated with emotional processing, social understanding, and cog-
nitive empathy. In other words, showing up for parenting allows us to be-
come more emotionally intelligent. It also teaches us the value of moving 
through emotionally charged situations. Dave Hoover, a software engineer 
and key contributor at several successful startups, said that being a par-
ent has helped him be a better leader. “Through parenting, I learned that 
sometimes you need to be able to give negative feedback to help someone 
grow.	My	experiences	as	a	dad	helped	me	get	through	these	anxiety-filled	
experiences because I could see the bigger picture: That this is really best 
for everybody, even if it’s uncomfortable right now.”
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 Having broader, stronger, more durable social networks allows us 
to amplify our efforts. Motivated to succeed in our careers and at home, 
parents want to accomplish more in less time. Working with others makes 
this possible. Collaboration, says game theorist Martin Nowak, is the most 
successful form of engagement. According to Nowak, Darwin was wrong: 
collaboration, not competition, is the key to survival. In the long run, 
cooperators, those who work well with others, are the ones most likely to 
win anywhere—the animal kingdom, in computer simulations, and even in 
corporate environments.
 Wharton management professor Adam Grant studied three differ-
ent behavioral styles that people adopt when pursuing success: matchers, 
takers, and givers. Matchers expect all exchanges with others to be fair 
and equal. Takers exploit the people around, taking what they want with-
out	reciprocating.	And	givers	are	defined	as	those	who	will	help	others	
even when it might seem to go against their own best interests. Of these 
three behavioral styles, givers are overrepresented at the top levels of 
leadership. And when givers succeed it creates a ripple effect, lifting up 
those that surround them, rather than excluding them, which often leads to 
more	sustainable,	long-term,	success.	Or,	as	Amy	Pressman,	the	President	
of Medallia, a 1,000-employee company she co-founded with her husband 
while	raising	three	small	children	put	it,	“You	can’t	fire	your	kids,	so	you	
must grow and evolve as a person to adapt to their needs and wants. As a 
result, parenthood has increased my capacity to nurture the best in others, 
a skill I strive to integrate into our company.”
 In order to effectively work with others, focus is essential. Nearly 
every parent I interviewed talked about their increased capacity to focus 
and their clarity of purpose. Many mothers I interviewed, and several 
dads, attributed this to the anguish of leaving their child behind to return 
to work. “One thing I am struggling with is ‘why’ and ‘how’ to stay in 
the workforce after becoming a mom,” said a senior manager at a global 
consulting	firm,	“I	face	this	every	day.	Before	I	step	out	of	my	door	I	ask	
myself, ‘Is this worth it?’ Some days it’s ‘yes’ and some days it’s ‘no.’” 
 Some parents, who may have even been eager to return to work 
when their children were newborns, want to be more present with their 
kids later in their lives. Ultimately, any parent who leaves their child to 
go	to	work—whether	it’s	a	choice	or	a	financial	necessity;	whether	it’s	
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when their child is a baby or when they are older—must grapple with the 
distance it creates. There are times when we want to be with them and we 
can’t be. And this forces us to question what we are doing, and how we are 
doing it. 
 “Holding life in your arms gives you the perspective to sort out 
what matters and what doesn’t,” said Liz Wiseman, who is president of the 
Wiseman Group, the author of three best-selling books, and who had four 
children	while	working	as	an	executive	at	Oracle.	“It	gave	me	a	filter	to	
get	through	all	of	the	fluff	and	the	chaos	so	that	I	could	be	laser-focused	on	
what really mattered.”
 Being honest with ourselves, and taking action from this deep-
er	level	of	insight,	enables	us	to	be	more	courageous.	Over	90%	of	the	
parents I interviewed said they became more assertive at work after hav-
ing	kids.	Take	Josh	Levs,	a	former	NPR	journalist,	who	was	working	at	
CNN when his wife gave birth to their child prematurely. Time Warner, his 
parent company, denied him access to the ten weeks of paid leave that was 
available to any parent except a biological father. Even though Josh knew 
it could harm his career, he decided to take legal action.
 “It was the right thing to do,” he told me. “As a parent, I realize 
that	the	choices	I	make	will	be	reflected	in	someone	else’s	eyes.	“	
 Josh’s case received major national and international attention. 
He	was	flooded	with	support	from	other	fathers	who	wanted	the	right	to	
be engaged dads, and from mothers who knew that families thrived with 
engaged dads. He wrote a book on the topic, All In, and has become one 
of our most outspoken and necessary voices in the national conversation 
about gender equality.
 To sum up my research, which would take an entire book to detail, 
working while parenting mandates that we develop broader, better rela-
tionships with others. Successfully sustaining these relationships requires 
a greater level of honesty with ourselves, and with others, and this allows 
us to operate at a higher level of trust, and ultimately, effectiveness. And 
this lies at the heart of parethood’s capacity for career transformation. 
Especially in the workplace of the future. Because technology is ushering 
us into a new era of work. 
 The internet is changing the way we operate. We are moving 
away from the old model of leadership—which is hierarchical, directive, 
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top-down, and transactional—to a type of leadership which is collective, 
distributed, bottom-up, facilitative, and emergent. In other words, we are 
entering an era where relationships—and the ability to create, deepen, and 
sustain them—matter. Leaders of the future will be those who can build 
and	influence	the	most	engaged,	active,	and	broadest	communities.	And,	
as Eric Schmidt, the CEO of Google, says, “In a networked world, trust is 
the	most	important	currency.”	Parents	are	primed	to	succeed	in	this	new	
model, because showing up for parenting while building a career requires 
us to become masters of deep honesty and trust-building. We are entering 
a time where those who collaborate well with others are even more likely 
to	succeed.	Which	is	why	Janet	Van	Huysse,	the	former	VP	of	HR	and	
then Diversity at Twitter—who implemented programs at Twitter designed 
to support new moms, new dads, and the managers who worked with 
them—believes	that	“the	companies	who	will	succeed	in	the	Twenty-first	
century will be the ones who encourage and foster the development of 
skills acquired in parenting.” 

To	find	my	own	response	to	the	voices	that	told	me	I	couldn’t	both	have	
a successful career and be a good mom, I’ve spent the past two years 
dismantling inaccurate assumptions about myself and the world around 
me. And what’s emerged in the process is a blueprint for how we can all 
evolve towards a future of greater equality and success.
 Our next generation of leaders have the opportunity to look be-
yond the bias of previous generations, to see that an engaged parent isn’t 
a less productive employee; to build a society that encourages us to play 
an active role in caring for our families because doing so will allow us to 
become more relevant in the workplace of the future. 
 Erin Wilson, the co-founder of Tech startup hirepool.io, recently 
told	me	that	the	election	had	changed	his	relationship	to	his	family.	“Previ-
ously,” he said, “I’d considered myself more of an employee of my wife’s, 
and she was the CEO of our home, especially when it came to childcare. 
But after Trump was elected, I began to question my assumptions around 
gender roles. And I decided to change the way I looked at my role in 
our family. Now I consider myself a co-founder of our family, and I’ve 
stepped up my level of responsibility and ownership. I’ve seen this have a 
significantly	positive	impact	on	my	wife’s	career,	and	on	our	marriage.”
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	 My	research	indicates	that	Erin’s	career	will	also	flourish.	
 Here’s to Erin’s success.
 Here’s to our collective success.
 May we all learn to work well together. The future depends on it. 
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Toni Cowan-Brown

I was a bit of an odd child. To this day, I still can’t quite explain my reac-
tion to you when I heard the news that my mum had passed away.  It was 
the middle of the night, my father had just come back from the hospital 
and woke me up to tell me that she had gone—peacefully, he reassured 
me. I vividly remember those next few minutes because they have shaped 
every single decision I have ever taken since then.  
 I looked up at him, my father. He looked exhausted. I simply nod-
ded and said, “Okay.” This was likely not the reaction he had expected, 
but that’s all I had. He sat on the side of my bed lost for words, probably 
expecting me to cry. I didn’t. Not for many years.
 In uttering that simple word, “okay,” I was accepting that this was 
the	outcome—the	very	final,	very	definitive	outcome—and	there	was	
nothing left for me to do but take it from here. So “okay” was all I had—
and it’s all he got.
 What my father probably doesn’t know was that what he did next 
was exactly what I needed—not that I knew that then. He sat in silence a 
little longer, waited to see if “okay” was really the extent of my thoughts. 
It was. He left me to go back to sleep. The next morning, he asked me 
one simple question: “What do you want to do today?” In the corner of 
my room was my school uniform, laid out for me, like every other day. I 
looked at it, looked back at him, and replied, “I think I would like to go to 
school.” 
 This decision was discussed at length by many people who had no 
business discussing what they thought was best for me. For days, weeks, 
and even years, parents judged, kids bullied, friends of the family ques-

NO MORE FUCKS
TO GIVE
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tioned, and teachers offered suggestions for how I should deal with this 
trauma—but very few listened or stopped to ask what I needed, except for 
him. 
 What my father had understood that day was that what I needed to 
do next was my decision, and mine alone. He wasn’t going to tell me how 
I should feel, what I should say or do. Yes, pain and suffering is inevitable 
for all of us, but it is also deeply personal. How we handle it is absolutely 
our choice, and our choice alone. If I was old enough to suffer, I was old 
enough to grieve in the way I needed to. 
 Ever since, I have divided every big moment in my life in two 
categories: those that just happen and I can’t impact, such as the death of 
my mother. Those are my “okay” moments, the ones I have come to accept 
as part of my life’s journey. And then there are those other moments that I 
can impact and work for the outcome that I want. 
	 Since	my	first	“okay” moment, I have never uttered the phrase “it 
was meant to be” because, frankly, I don’t know what the fuck it means. I 
hate those words. I believe that very few moments in life are simply meant 
to be, most are what we make of them. But we need to take responsibility 
for them. If I believe, even for just one second, that I can change the out-
come of a situation, I will come at it with everything that I have.
 That hasn’t always been easy.
 You reminded me for years that these struggles made me stronger, 
more	confident,	harder	working	.	.	.	partly	because	you	didn’t	know	what	
else to tell me and partly because it made you feel better.
 Fast forward a decade. I am twenty-six years-old, and I am stand-
ing	in	front	of	an	empty	room	that	will	soon	be	filled	with	some	highly-re-
spected men and women—but mostly men—from my department.
 Little did you know, I had just been given a massive promotion 
with	many	significant	responsibilities.	Responsibilities	well	above	what	
any person my age would normally have so early in her career. I was look-
ing around the still empty room thinking about the journey and challenges 
that lay ahead as well as what an honor it was to be in such a position. 
This was my meeting, and my meeting to lead. I was standing at the head 
of	the	table,	proud	and	confident,	a	small	but	visible	smile	on	my	face.	
 The moment was broken when I was motioned to come out of the 
room. The heads of the department were starting to arrive. As I made my 
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way out of the room, something landed in my arms like a ton of bricks. 
It was a coat, then another one. I was instructed to hang it up, “anywhere 
will do.” This was quickly followed by coffee orders—small black, double 
espresso, drop of milk for me please . . .
 I couldn’t move. I didn’t dare to as I did not want to be a burden to 
all of you so politely shouting orders at me. It took me a while—what felt 
like an eternity—but eventually that eleven-year-old girl inside me kicked 
into motion. Okay, I thought to myself. But this “okay” was different. I 
could control this situation and its outcome. What I did next took every 
ounce of courage and self-control I had, but it was worth it—and the out-
come was spectacular. 
	 I	picked	up	the	coats,	dumped	them	all	in	my	office,	and	proceed-
ed to make coffee. I don’t drink coffee, so my coffee making skills, I am 
certain, are pretty abysmal. It makes me happy, even today, to know that 
I served a room full of people what must have been the most disgusting 
coffee they ever had. But that’s not the point.
	 I	walked	back	in	the	room	with	the	same	confidence	I	had	felt	
just	fifteen	minutes	earlier	and	delivered	the	coffee,	then	I	picked	up	my	
notebook and walked to the head of the table. No one had noticed, until 
the assistant popped her head around the corner to say we were all good 
to go as everyone had arrived. That was my cue. I launched right into the 
meeting and explained that as of today I would be taking over. Were there 
any questions? There were none. There were likely many, but no one had 
the balls to ask them in my presence. 
 The meeting was spectacular because I taught you all a lesson in 
the most polite way possible when all I wanted to do was scream “are you 
fucking kidding me?” When the meeting ended, it was excessively awk-
ward for each of you to walk up to me and ask me if you could possibly 
have your coat back. It was both spectacular and heart-breaking. 
	 The	trust	and	confidence	my	father	had	in	me	even	at	age	elev-
en shaped my life. But he also did something else, for which I am both 
eternally grateful and very angry. He brought me up over the years to have 
the	confidence	of	a	white	middle-aged	man.	He	taught	me	that	I	could	do	
and have it all, so it was devastating when people took one look at me and 
decided who I was, what I was to them, and what I could do. He taught 
me to be proactive and seize any, and all, opportunities, so it was devastat-
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ing when people asked me who the hell I thought I was to have so much 
confidence.	He	taught	me	to	speak	up	and	question	what	others	tell	me,	
so it was devastating when I was pulled aside and told to be less “bossy,” 
“feisty,” or “challenging.”
 When those coats hit me it was a reminder of how you saw me. 
But I have got no more fucks to give anymore. When I was eleven years 
old, I clearly didn’t have many fucks to give either, but things changed 
over time. Society got a hold of me—you got a hold of me—and I started 
to second guess myself. I spent more time worrying about what you need-
ed from me than what I needed to be for myself. But I have made it back 
to that place where there is nothing you can say or do to me that I haven’t 
already seen or heard. 
 If I have offended you, I am sorry, but I also don’t really care. 
Why? Because if you are offended by my truth, then you desperately need-
ed to hear it. My only hope is that you ask me why I am so forthcoming 
rather	than	treating	it	as	a	character	flaw	or	something	that	will	go	away	
or even change over time as I warm up to you. It won’t. Challenge me; I 
promise to be a worthy opponent.
 Because the reality is that it has nothing to do with you. First as a 
girl, and then later as a woman, you made up your mind about me, before I 
uttered a single word. You decided what you thought was best for me, and 
you were comfortable making me uncomfortable. As a society, we seem to 
be so tolerant of what we view as normal or conventional, yet so intolerant 
when it comes to letting people say and do what they need to say and do 
to be themselves. And young women, you have repeatedly reminded us, 
should behave the way you think is right. 
 I’m done with you.
 You is all the men and women who gave me their coats and coffee 
orders and, in doing so, diminished one of my proudest achievements. 
 You is the man who thanked me for setting up the meeting room 
and asked me when my boss, Mr. Toni Cowan-Brown, was going to arrive 
to kick things off.
 You is the boss who told me not to get too emotionally invested at 
work. 
 You is the woman who told me it was better to be liked than to be 
right, especially if I wanted a long career.
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 You is the mother who asked how I was going to be a mother my-
self one day having lost mine so young; no offense, she said.
 You is the guy who told me he saw me as one of the guys—and that 
it	was	a	compliment—when	all	I	wanted	was	to	be	seen	for	who	I	am,	first	
and foremost a woman.
 You is also me when I asked a friend why his daughter had become 
a tomboy, simply because she had cut her hair.
 You is everyone who has casually put a woman down without stop-
ping to think about the consequences.
 I spent too many years being the woman that everyone else needed 
me to be, instead of being the best version of me, and the one that feels 
most familiar to me. I want to be my whole self. One that has no more 
fucks to give and takes responsibility for her life. I know she’s a badass 
woman, and I look forward to meeting her.
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