







IT’S NOT A GLASS CEILING
IT’S A STICKY FLOOR

Free Yourself from the Hidden Behaviors
Sabotaging Your Career Success

Rebecca Shambaugh

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

Copyright © 2008 by Rebecca Shambaugh. All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the United States Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

ISBN: 978-0-07-163316-1

MHID: 0-07-163316-2

The material in this eBook also appears in the print version of this title: ISBN: 978-0-07-149394-9, MHID: 0-07-149394-8.

All trademarks are trademarks of their respective owners. Rather than put a trademark symbol after every occurrence of a trademarked name, we use names in an editorial fashion only, and to the benefit of the trademark owner, with no intention of infringement of the trademark. Where such designations appear in this book, they have been printed with initial caps.

McGraw-Hill eBooks are available at special quantity discounts to use as premiums and sales promotions, or for use in corporate training programs. To contact a representative please visit the Contact Us page at www.mhprofessional.com.

TERMS OF USE

This is a copyrighted work and The McGraw-Hill Companies, Inc. ("McGraw-Hill") and its licensors reserve all rights in and to the work. Use of this work is subject to these terms. Except as permitted under the Copyright Act of 1976 and the right to store and retrieve one copy of the work, you may not decompile, disassemble, reverse engineer, reproduce, modify, create derivative works based upon, transmit, distribute, disseminate, sell, publish or sublicense the work or any part of it without McGraw-Hill’s prior consent. You may use the work for your own noncommercial and personal use; any other use of the work is strictly prohibited. Your right to use the work may be terminated if you fail to comply with these terms.

THE WORK IS PROVIDED “AS IS.” McGRAW-HILL AND ITS LICENSORS MAKE NO GUARANTEES OR WARRANTIES AS TO THE ACCURACY, ADEQUACY OR COMPLETENESS OF OR RESULTS TO BE OBTAINED FROM USING THE WORK, INCLUDING ANY INFORMATION THAT CAN BE ACCESSED THROUGH THE WORK VIA HYPERLINK OR OTHERWISE, AND EXPRESSLY DISCLAIM ANY WARRANTY, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO IMPLIED WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY OR FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE. McGraw-Hill and its licensors do not warrant or guarantee that the functions contained in the work will meet your requirements or that its operation will be uninterrupted or error free. Neither McGraw-Hill nor its licensors shall be liable to you or anyone else for any inaccuracy, error or omission, regardless of cause, in the work or for any damages resulting therefrom. McGraw-Hill has no responsibility for the content of any information accessed through the work. Under no circumstances shall McGraw-Hill and/or its licensors be liable for any indirect, incidental, special, punitive, consequential or similar damages that result from the use of or inability to use the work, even if any of them has been advised of the possibility of such damages. This limitation of liability shall apply to any claim or cause whatsoever whether such claim or cause arises in contract, tort or otherwise.


Contents

Acknowledgments

Introduction

Chapter 1
Know Yourself—Be Yourself

Chapter 2
Taking Action for Knowing and Being Yourself

Chapter 3
Balancing Your Work and Life

Chapter 4
Embracing Good Enough

Chapter 5
Making the Break

Chapter 6
Forming Your Own Board of Directors

Chapter 7
Capitalizing on Your Political Savvy

Chapter 8
Making Your Words Count

Chapter 9
Asking for What You Want

Chapter 10
Now Is the Time!

Appendix
Know Thyself and Your Sticky Floors

References

Chapter Reminders—How to Take Action

Index


Acknowledgments

THE GREATEST JOYS and inspiring moments in writing this book can be attributed to the extraordinary and accomplished people who supported me during this process. I have always believed, as it happened in writing this book, that it takes a team to accomplish your dreams, and I was fortunate to have such an accomplished, dedicated, and supportive team around me.

First, I want to acknowledge both of my parents, Max and Mary Lou Shambaugh and my stepmother Sylvia Shambaugh—who were instrumental in shaping my values, which meant having the courage and confidence to live your dreams and pursue what you believe and are purposely driven to be and do. Special gratitude to my sister Cindy Armbruster and brother Mark Shambaugh who have been an enormous support system through their special love, adventures we have shared, and the true joy of laughing and supporting each other during the cycle of our lives. And to my dear and inspiring nieces and nephew, Nicole, Bryce, Morgen, Madison, and Sierra, who in many ways were an inspiration for writing this book as I hope they will be leaders in the years to come.

One of the gifts of writing this book was being able to connect with so many wonderful and supportive people—all of whom had helpful experiences, insights, and wisdom. One of my greatest challenges and deepest regrets was not being able to include all of the great thoughts and insights that I gathered over the course of my writing. Know that your knowledge and contributions were valued and inspirational in every way.

Thanks to Gail Ross Literacy Agency which understood the value and timeliness of getting this message out to the business community and women particularly. My genuine thanks to Stacey Zoe, Award Winning Journalist, for her tremendous help and support in editing several publications and her great support in editing my book proposal, all of which led me to a place where I was ready to take on the book itself. And special thanks to Eileen Gunn, freelance writer and editor, who supported me in the overall editing of the book and provided helpful guidance along the way.

Special thanks to Herb Schaffner, my editor at McGraw-Hill, whom I thoroughly enjoyed working with from the early days of the book to its completion. Thank you for challenging me to write a final manuscript that showed up as my own voice and was worthy, useful, and practical for readers to consume.

Through the years and still today, I have been truly fortunate to have an extraordinary team of people at SHAMBAUGH who were dedicated and supportive in building our company and have kept it thriving over the last sixteen years. Their valuable insights, frankness, and accomplished depth of knowledge were instrumental in pulling this book together. I am blessed to have a supportive team of people who have been vital in helping to continue to grow and sustain SHAMBAUGH’s Women in Leadership and Learning (WILL) mission. Their dedication, expertise, and contributions, all at a level of high quality and exemplary standards, have allowed SHAMBAUGH to have the impact it has had for so many wonderful women whom we have had the opportunity to support in furthering their leadership. Special thanks to Lynette Demarest for her wealth of ideas and meticulous review of each chapter and to Mary Alice Callahan who provided ideas and inspiration when I needed a fresh approach or perspective. A special thanks to Peg Clarkson, Jenny Stisher, Maureen Early, and Elizabeth Blevins for their insights, feedback, and wisdom that were so needed in this book.

A special thanks to Helen Thomas, who once told me that I needed to write this book. I told Helen that I had never written a book but she said simply, “you have something to say so you should start writing,” and I did. And to Frances Hesselbein, a woman who I met serendipitously when checking out of my hotel in San Francisco in 1999 after we both had spoken at the same leadership conference. We immediately connected and she picked up on my passion and vision for women leaders. From that day forward Francis has been a dear mentor and a source of my energy to pursue my vision and get the word out through my book.

My deepest gratitude and respect for the members of SHAMBAUGH’s Executive Summit—a wonderful and accomplished community of women who have in many ways been the wind beneath my wings and who provided tremendous support and energy throughout the entire process of writing this book.

There are also a number of dear friends and colleagues who have either participated in the book or who have believed and supported my vision and passion for it and inspired me in other ways. Special thanks to Anne Altman, Susan DeFife, Elizabeth Lewis, Tina Sung, Kathleen Alexander, Jim Lafond, Susan Colantuno, Mary Ann Fisher, Karla Leavelle, Leslie Tracey, Anne Hacket, Cindy Ingram, Doug Ingram, Kathy Clark, Deborah Shore, Lota Zoth, Christine Dingivan, Jan Cooper, April Young, and Dan Bannister for sharing your enthusiasm for life and your intentional support and friendship.

I also want to thank all the senior executives and CEOs I interviewed for this book. Thank you for your openness as well as the realistic perspectives and practical approaches which were invaluable.

Writing this book has provided me such rich and wonderful experiences—a memorable journey in my life. My hope is that this book will touch the hearts and minds of others as much as the process of writing this book has inspired me.


Introduction
We Have Come a Long Way, But Is It Good Enough?

THIS OUGHT TO be the decade of the woman leader. Look at the statistics: More than one-third of Fortune 500 managers are women. More than half of the graduates who earn multidisciplinary master’s degrees are women. More women hold elected office than ever before, and 9 million more women than men voted in the last presidential election. When you also consider the fact that women now make more than 80 percent of all purchasing decisions, there’s a good argument to be made that women already have a lot of power!

And yet, women still aren’t the top leaders. Again, just look at the statistics: Women hold only 14.5 percent of Fortune 500 CEO positions. They represent barely 6 percent of the top earners on Fortune 500 executive teams, and fewer than one in seven women occupy board-of-director seats. Many of these statistics sound familiar as they relate to women abroad who hold executive and senior leadership positions. You would think that with all the progress women have made in shaping the business environment, there would be more women holding executive positions.

The foregone conclusion about this stalled state of affairs is that there is a glass ceiling. That is, others, usually men, are preventing women from rising to the top with limiting stereotypes, exclusive old-boy networks, and institutional or cultural biases that favor men. While that does still hold true in some organizations, it’s important for women to look at what they might be doing, or not doing, to hold themselves back. I call these self-defeating or self-limiting actions the sticky floors. We all have certain attitudes, behaviors, or traits that stop us from doing something we could do, or worse, that cause others to view us as “not executive material.”

Decades of research continue to prop up the glass ceiling theory. And I don’t disagree that there are still cultural impediments in business and in society. But as I’ve worked with women and organizations for the last two decades to cultivate women leaders, I often see something else that is also part of this dilemma. I see women holding themselves back far more than society ever could. And they usually do it to themselves quite unknowingly. When I see women capable of executive suite leadership mired in middle management, I don’t look for the glass ceiling anymore. Instead, I look for a sticky floor.

The Business Case for Great Leadership—A Timely Opportunity for Women Leaders

Catalyst, an independent research organization, conducted a study of 353 Fortune 500 companies and found that the companies with the most women in top management positions provided a total return to shareholders that was 35 percent better than in companies with more male-centric executive teams. This supports the notion that a more diverse spectrum of leadership perspectives, traits, and thinking really does drive bottom-line performance. Inclusion and diversity programs are not the “right” thing to do, so much as the “smart” thing to do. The most progressive and savvy companies in the United States and abroad appreciate that consciously cultivating a broader mix of leaders will make them better at meeting consumer demands and positioning themselves in the marketplace. And they will also be better able to take advantage of opportunities in a global and continuously evolving business world.

One statistic after another indicates that women are increasingly instrumental in strategy, decisionmaking, and leadership. So where are these women? It seems that many of the ones who should be storming the executive suite to influence important company-wide decisions are still somewhere down on the lower floors, taking direction from above.

What Does a Sticky Floor Look Like?

Like every other diligent schoolgirl, I learned that working hard and keeping your head down over your schoolbooks will win you high marks and recognition. I applied the same strategy when I started working by putting in long hours, staying on task, and being untiringly diligent. However, I eventually realized that what gets you to the head of the class doesn’t necessarily land you the corner office. The things I learned in kindergarten were the very things that could make my feet stick to the floor.

Women who believe that success is earned by meeting deadlines and staying under budget are mistakenly clinging to inappropriate career strategies. In today’s workplace, everyone is expected to meet their goals. To be considered leadership material, you need to step out of the “worker bee” box and, well . . . lead!

When I talk with women passed over for promotions or executive-level jobs, I often see problems that are their own creation, such as the one above. This is good news for women though, because while you can’t single-handedly alter broad societal views and cultural taboos, you can learn from your mistakes and make changes in yourself. A sticky floor is a better problem to have than a glass ceiling because you can pull yourself free of the sticky floor, or see it before you get stuck, and begin climbing to the highest rungs of the corporate ladder. Know that we all have sticky floors—men and women alike. However, my organization has been able to identify unique patterns of behaviors, beliefs, and assumptions that unknowingly will hold back accomplished and smart women from achieving their greatest potential.

After years of working in senior human resources jobs, I left the corporate world to launch SHAMBAUGH Leadership, a consulting firm that provides leadership and organizational development expertise to Fortune 500 clients around the world. I also created a division especially for women, Women in Leadership and Learning (WILL), which is dedicated to the research, development, advancement, and retention of women leaders and executives across the globe.

What Are the Sticky Floors?

For the past 10 years, through WILL, I have been helping organizations turn women with leadership potential into senior-level leaders. A large part of this work has been helping the women to recognize and address any beliefs, assumptions, and self-defeating behaviors that have held them back. This does not mean that women are always stuck and are not talented. Quite the contrary. However, rising to greater levels of influence, responsibility, visibility, and decisionmaking, requires us to view things from a broader and more diverse perspective. And to realize that what made us successful in our careers so far may not be the best equation for continued success. When we are not aware of what we do and the impact it has, or apply the right techniques and skills to overcome certain obstacles, we run into the sticky floors which can limit our ability to achieve our ideal career goals. These sticky floors fall into a handful of categories that I will address chapter by chapter in this book. The chapters will not only help you to explore where you are on each of these, but will also provide proven techniques, strategies, and skills to avoid getting stuck or, if you are stuck, to help you get unstuck.

They are as follows:

• Balancing Your Work-Life

• Embracing “Good Enough”

• Making the Break

• Making Your Words Count

• Forming Your Own Board of Directors

• Capitalizing on Your Political Savvy

• Asking for What You Want

One or more of these sticky floors bogs everyone down over the course of their careers. Staying in the corporate world for too long eventually emerged as a sticky floor for me. I wanted to run my own business, and at some point I finally had to ask myself, if not now, when? It was always going to be comfortable here (wherever here might be at the moment), so I decided now was as good a time as any. I did a risk factor analysis: I knew I had enough money in the bank and potential clients lined up to get started on my own. The only thing that I had to do was take a deep breath and walk out the door and, I did!

How Do We Get Stuck?

Women don’t pick up these limiting behaviors and beliefs overnight. They allow them to evolve over a long period of time—years or even decades.

Some women have been taught, or have taught themselves (or both), not to aspire to stretch beyond their comfort zone. Others feel that they have worked so hard to get where they are, that they couldn’t possibly get to that last executive-level rung without changing their lifestyle or burning out. Some look at the women above them and believe they must be frazzled and unhappy given all they have on their plates—though, in most cases, they are actually content and satisfied. And still others assume they aren’t valued or accepted by the inner circle of male leaders at their company, even while these women fail to reach out to these colleagues for support. Finally, others don’t believe it’s possible to achieve a healthy work-life balance in the highest-level jobs.

All of these things can be boiled down to two key things: false assumptions and lack of information. As you read this book, I’ll help you to take a good look at those assumptions and provide you with lots of new information! Take a few moments and invest in “you.” Take this opportunity to look within yourself and see where you might be holding yourself back from achieving your fullest potential—which might just be the executive suite. You might find, as I did, that many of your assumptions are illusions and if you don’t step out of your comfort zone now to challenge your old, self-limiting points of view and behaviors, you may be your own greatest obstacle to reaching fulfillment. Know that you do have more control of your destiny than you sometimes think you do!

What’s a Woman to Do if She Wants to Rise Off the Sticky Floor and Prosper in Her Career?

Yes, I know perfectly well that women are forced to haul more than their fair share of societal or cultural weight up the career ladder. But, the upside is richer experiences, deeper knowledge, and stronger empathies that they can draw on to solve problems, strategize, and inspire people—if they learn to make use of that advantage rather than seeing it as a hindrance.

You do this by looking inward, as I mentioned earlier. The trick to getting unstuck is realizing you are stuck and then formulating a plan for shaking loose the problem and acting on that plan—and that’s what this book will help you do. This book looks at the many ways women hold themselves back. And, in every instance, moving forward begins with self-awareness.

Strong leaders—women and men—are able to honestly assess their strengths and weaknesses. They also are very good at knowing their values and setting goals that support those values. They use this knowledge to make career decisions and to develop leadership styles that play up their strengths and compensate for their shortcomings. Being true to themselves is critical to their success and fulfillment. This book will illustrate my journey of leadership and how some of my greatest challenges, that seemed obstacles at the time, became my greatest leadership moments. They were my opportunities to learn, grow, and take accountability for my own success and happiness. I am not and will never be perfect, but I learned along the way that the sticky floors are obstacles and sometimes illusions that we can overcome. This book will show you several ways to do your own self-evaluations, to clarify your goals, and to align your goals with your own strengths and values.

Don’t let self-doubt get the best of you; you have strengths! To indulge in positive stereotypes for a moment, women are generally inclined to possess some of the most in-demand traits for leaders today, such as a collaborative leadership style, creativity, good intuition, an ability to coordinate seemingly disparate ideas, and a focus on relationships. These are the very things business schools and consulting firms tell us leaders need in order to run today’s organizations. The opportunity, yet challenge, for many of us is being able to make that shift within ourselves—to see, believe, and show up with the powerful leadership gifts that we possess. The time is now and the world is ready.

But no matter how great your strengths are, critical shortcomings can undermine them and keep you out of the executive suite or prevent you from reaching your career goals. So it’s important to know all aspects of who you are.

In your career, as in everything else, you have choices. I am glad you have made the choice to read this book, and allow it to help you look within yourself, to find the courage to step out of your comfort zone, and to learn the important skills missing from your executive portfolio.

As more and more change comes to our world of work—from technological innovation, to increasing diversity across the United States and the globe, to the coming wave of baby-boomer retirements—there is going to be a leadership vacuum. Women are well positioned to fill this void and to be a vital resource for addressing new demands from customers all over the world. The question to ask yourself is: How can I become one of the many women poised for this opportunity?

Why This Book?

My hope is that after reading this book you’ll know how to recognize and tap into your own power, how to identify the things that keep you from moving forward, and how to take responsibility for your own success.

So read on, and then identify the leadership position you want and go for it. Be clear on what you envision for yourself and know how you’ll invest in your talents to get there.

And remember, once women free themselves from the sticky floors, there is no glass ceiling. Instead, the sky is the limit!


Chapter 1
Know Yourself—Be Yourself

“You must create your own roadmap to your
chosen destination based on your values,
beliefs, and strengths.”

The Beginning…

Things started out nicely enough. Shortly after graduating from Purdue University in the late 70s, I was offered a job as one of the first female managers on a General Motors production floor. But once I started, it didn’t take long (by which I mean mere hours) to realize that I should have considered more carefully the role of gender in the workplace, and should have asked a few more questions during my job interview.

I arrived for my first day of work at 6:30 a.m. full of energy and excitement. I knew nothing about cars, except how to pull into a gas station and fill up my tank. That was not one of the job requirements, however. Instead I was expected to learn the 120 auto parts they used on this assembly line—and I had to succeed in an environment that had sent three previous managers packing in just 10 months.

I knew when I walked into the plant, and everything and everybody stopped, that I was in for a challenge. It was like one of those hushed movie moments. Everyone looked up and stared at me. At first, I wondered what was wrong with my appearance—did I have toilet paper dragging from my shoe or, worse yet, hanging from beneath my skirt? A glance down confirmed nothing was wrong; a glance up confirmed that I was the only woman in a sea of Teamster men.

The production manager waved me off with, “Good luck. See you at six!” By 9 a.m., the shop steward had come by with the first grievance against me. One of my quality control guys said he missed his coffee break because of a defect in one of the parts he caught running off the line. He had not missed a coffee break in 10 years and made it clear he wouldn’t miss another one again. Later, after going through the third grievance procedure that morning, someone lit a fire in a garbage can in my department. By the end of the day, I had accumulated a record 25 grievances. Not much else could go wrong, right?

That afternoon, I walked into my first management meeting. Seventeen men in suits looked up. Seventeen mouths dropped open, and seventeen pens fell from their hands. I placed my meticulously prepared reports on the table in front of me, only to hear this: “Becky, you take notes."

That Which Doesn’t Kill You…

This experience was one of the greatest leadership development programs I could ever put myself in. At the tender age of 24, I had to learn how to build a diverse spectrum of relationships, to effectively manage the blue-collar men who were so different from me, and to play the middleman in negotiations between the union and management staff. You can bet my social and emotional intelligence were stretched daily—and I loved it. However, after three years and my fifth promotion, I realized that I had reached a peak at GM. I could have stayed on and advanced to be a head of plant production or even head of headquarters for human resources in Detroit, but in the long term, I didn’t want to stay in manufacturing and production.

Fortunately I had a new opportunity presented to me. I was offered a job more aligned with my long-term goals at Amax Inc., a billion-dollar energy company, where I worked for its coal mining division located in Indianapolis. It provided me with broader human resources responsibilities, more opportunities to work with senior executives, and the chance to rotate through jobs that taught me about business activities company-wide. I had a supportive and experienced group of colleagues, mostly men, who served as helpful mentors along the way. I was fortunate to have a boss who was receptive to my ideas and willing to put me in a variety of diverse projects—all leading me to a promotion in my first year.

Then—4 years later, to my great surprise—I got a pink slip. I was shocked and in denial. Despite watching layoffs happen to others, I never thought I would be one of the victims.

How could this happen? Everything had gone so well. Like so many others in this situation, I was struck with self-doubt. I wondered about my abilities and my skills. And the problem was worse than it seemed. It was a bad economy, with a local unemployment rate of 15 percent—and Indianapolis wasn’t exactly a booming metropolis in good times. What would I do?

Standing in the unemployment line with 50 folks who had many more years of experience than me, who were looking for the same type of jobs I was seeking, an important realization struck me. Job opportunities in that town were slim, and no one was going to single me out from that long line of talented and credentialed executives to hand me a golden opportunity. I needed to create change for myself and take responsibility for my future. I could use this as an opportunity to pursue my dream job. This was a chance to push out of my comfort zone, take a risk, and take control of my destiny. If I didn’t, I would most likely be visiting the unemployment line for some time.

I knew this was what I needed to do to solve my immediate problem of getting a job. But I also had a glimmer of understanding that I was taking an important step toward building a career.

This was the beginning of my appreciation that it’s important to have a vision of who you want to be and to continually take small, mindful steps toward that vision.

I began thinking of my job search as a process for self-evaluation and set out to learn about all the different aspects of who I was. What were my strengths, beliefs, fears, and motivations? I decided to pull over for about six months and take a hard look at what I wanted to do, as well as at my key drivers and decide how they would help to determine my next job. I found a book about managing your career and there was an exercise on identifying and living your values that I began to fill out. What was fascinating was that the top five values I had listed—relationships, creating and building new business opportunities, taking risks, continually learning, and helping others—were the very things that had motivated me in my first two jobs.

I then began to reflect back on the conversations I’d had with my father, Max Shambaugh, at the kitchen table when I was a little girl. I was always fascinated by the fact that he had built a third-generation family business into one of the largest construction companies in the country. My father instilled in me an approach to work that I still value today. Specifically, he encouraged me to take risks but to be prudent about it, to build on my strengths and relationships, and to follow through on things I’m passionate about.

I used these things I had discovered about myself to focus and expand my job search. And within six months I had three job offers—two in the Midwest and one on the East Coast. I ended up taking the job in Washington, D.C., as head of human resources for the corporate headquarters of Fairchild Industries.

It was a darn good decision that would set me on the long-term career path I really wanted for myself. I took the position knowing it was a leap of faith to move to a new city in order to accept a job for which I was not totally qualified. But the job at Fairchild had everything I was looking for and I knew that whether or not it worked out, at least I was taking it for the right reasons. When making the decision on whether or not to move, I asked myself what would be the worst thing that could happen and I realized that I had nothing to lose and much to gain. The job that would provide the right stretch and allow me to form a greater level of inner competence and confidence down the road.

By going through that decision-making process to determine my next move, I learned that knowing yourself first and then having the focus, courage, and commitment to take action toward your goals is the key to success, as well as to satisfaction and fulfillment. However, let me emphasize that there is not always a linear path to success, even when you know your goals and have your roadmap charted out. This is why it’s so critical to be aware of the person you are—your core values, beliefs, strengths, and weaknesses. You need that self-knowledge to navigate the twists, bumps, and detours you’ll no doubt encounter along the way.

Does This Situation Sound Familiar?

Have you had points in your career where you felt perpetually exhausted and burnt out, or where you knew your performance was not at its peak because the fit wasn’t quite right, or where you were handed that awful pink slip and felt at a loss about what to do next? Maybe you’re there right now. Take comfort in knowing you are not alone. Everyone hits a career cul-de-sac now and then.

The trick to finding your way out is to avoid getting caught up in a sense of crisis (a very sticky floor). Instead, appreciate that you are poised at an opportunity for change. Think about the kinds of changes you would like and consider how you would go about making at least one of them happen.

If you’ve never done it before, take some time out to go through the kind of self-evaluation and life planning I did. You don’t need the six months I could afford to take as a young woman with plump savings and few responsibilities. Even one evening session of intense career planning can get you started. There are resources right in this book to help you, and myriad resources online, in other books, and with people like career coaches if you’d like to go further.

Know Yourself, Be Yourself

So, why all this fuss about knowing and being yourself?

I believe that great leadership is so much about knowing who you are. Successful leaders know their strengths, weaknesses, beliefs, motivations, and intentions.

In short, self-knowledge is the starting point for absolutely everything else; the successes you want and, equally important, the setbacks you’re bound to encounter.

I spend a lot of time talking with women who are in a transition, who feel like they have no control of their destiny, or who feel frustrated or ready to give up because they did not win some plum job for which they recently interviewed. I know how frustrating this can be, but at the end of the day, I tell women that the key to coming out ahead in these types of situations is to have a steady, reliable self-image to fall back on. Once you have that grounded and mindful self-awareness, you can channel it into whatever you want to be.

The fundamental questions for all of us are: Who do you want to be and how do you manifest that in your life and work?

There are hundreds of books on this topic in bookstores and probably on your shelf at home or in the office. But, there is more to it than just knowing yourself—there’s also being yourself.

Identifying and being yourself is critical for great leaders and a chief reason why they succeed or derail. I believe that the ability to know and be yourself has a direct correlation to your ability to have an impact on things around you and create results that matter to you and your team, customers, organization, family, and community.

Having a critical awareness of your motivations and intentions channels your behaviors in the right direction and ensures that you are always taking the right small steps toward those big-picture goals. Maybe you want that next promotion, or to influence key customers on a proposal, or have a difficult conversation with your boss about why you can’t take on that next project. Knowing why you do or don’t want to do these things, and where you ultimately want them to get you, will help you to motivate yourself and persevere.

The exercises and liberating solutions I will provide, along with my story and those of other women, will help you to develop this self-knowledge that is fundamental to successful leadership. This book should help you to know yourself, understand your strengths and weaknesses, get clear on your goals, face your greatest fears, and use this new inventory of knowledge to develop a personal action plan.

Along the way you will discern, assess, and perhaps reframe your personal belief system, break free of old patterns that are undermining your success, and learn how to take control of your future.

How Do You Get to Know Yourself?

Leaders who don’t have internal self-awareness peak soon after they’ve gotten the top jobs; or worse, derail their careers before they even get close. Why? When you know who you are and are true to that, your actions and reactions are consistent. As a result, others feel more comfortable approaching you and more willing to place their trust in you, share their views with you, and support your ideas. When you know who you are, you feel and project inner confidence, which enables you to build credibility and identify with others. You are the leader who projects a sense of stability during crisis, change, debate, or conflict. You project a centeredness that others pick up and, in most cases, create this magical focus and alignment for others.

On a personal level, the impact of not knowing yourself is that you might take the wrong job, or make other decisions you’ll regret down the road. You might make ill-considered choices that leave you having to repair an important relationship, or that undermine other people’s trust in you. Knowing how you want to appear to others and then being that person, versus being someone else, is critical to every leader’s credibility, influence, satisfaction, and overall fulfillment.

In the early part of my career, I listened, watched, and got to know people who rose to high levels of leadership and success. I observed that, aside from being competent in their field, they had something else in common. They actually took time out to examine themselves. This allowed them to access their strengths and intentions when important opportunities and challenges presented themselves. They also applied these insights to the daily onslaught of difficult decisions every executive faces. Finally, they knew their weaknesses, and that helped them to understand and manage the assumptions and behavior patterns that could get them into trouble when they were under stress or pressure.

Lydia Thomas, Ph.D., president and CEO of Mitretek, a not-for-profit research center in Falls Church, Virginia, observes, “As a leader, you need to be your own person—you can’t pretend.” She points out, quite correctly, that no one can act all the time. “People should know what they are getting when they get you and you should be happy about what you are providing to others."

The next chapter will take you through the roadmap for personal discovery that I have incorporated into my own life. Even if you are already familiar with some of these areas of introspection, it is still important to reflect on them from time to time because the one thing constant in life is change, and it’s important to revisit our values and goals as the context of our lives change. If they’re new to you, they should help you to look at yourself, your day-to-day work, and your career in a more clear-eyed way.


Chapter 2
Taking Action for Knowing and Being Yourself

The Value of Self-Awareness

In the first chapter, I talked about the importance of knowing yourself and the notion that if you don’t have that awareness it will be hard for you to know where you might get stuck. So now, I want to build on that concept and talk about the “how” of knowing yourself.

Over the past 16 years, my organization has worked with thousands of leaders from a cross-section of industries, such as financial services, technology, pharmaceuticals, manufacturing, biotech, lodging, retail, nonprofit, government, and professional services. We are in the business of helping people learn and develop as great leaders. To do that, SHAMBAUGH starts from the premise that leadership is not just what you do, but also who you are.

SHAMBAUGH’s research indicates, over and over again, that the number one factor that distinguishes highly effective leaders is self-awareness. We are seeing that more and more organizations are recognizing the value of self-awareness and are increasing the opportunities and experiences to enhance the self-awareness of their leaders and executives, which can have a positive impact on their level of performance, commitment, focus, and with the alignment between the individual’s personal goals and those of the organization.

We use guided self-assessments to have leaders understand who they are and recognize the impact they have on others. Our goal is not to turn them into leaders, but rather to create an environment where they learn to be more aware of their own behaviors/traits and to understand how their intentions and actions can make them either assets or liabilities to themselves and their organization. Once they have that level of awareness, they are equipped to accept account-ability for their behavior and impact, and they have what they need to make leaders of themselves.

Taking Action For Knowing and Being Yourself

Here is an example of someone who learned and applied how to re-frame her self image and belief system. She was a successful physician and saw herself as competently independent. She had all the expertise to work independently and make all the right decisions.

While she was passionate about her profession and the kind of work she did, she worked long hours and had no personal life. She realized she had to make a decision—did she want to stay in the role as a physician and give up her work/life balance or did she want to reshape her role working in an industry where she might actually have a better personal life. She had always believed that she would be a great physician and wondered how she could ever reshape her role into something as different as working as a leader in industry.

When she received a job offer from a major bio tech company, she decided to take on the new challenge of heading up an important area of their research department. She soon realized that what would make her successful in her new job was quite different in her past role as a physician. Soon after she joined the company, she was promoted to a leadership position. She quickly learned that she needed to rely on others to make decisions and to work in a collaborative way. She was responsible for managing a small team of individuals which required her to be on top of their day to day performance, communications, and overall development. This was quite a contrast from being in the operating room and going from one crisis to another.

To make this transition, her organization suggested she go through our Women in Leadership and Learning (WILL) program and work with one of our executive coaches. As a result of their experiences and structured introspection process she was able to re-frame the image she had of herself in terms of her career and her inner belief system. Overtime she began to tap into other areas of her potential and was promoted to a senior vice president of her organization. If you know yourself it is much easier to reframe your belief system and develop your full potential.

Finding Meaning—It’s Connection to Self-Awareness

Taking the time and having the courage to examine and be honest about your own experiences, strengths, weaknesses, and other intrinsic motivations is an essential ingredient for leaders to be successful in reaching their fullest potential. It all starts with building self-awareness and continually checking in to see how these evolve and change. I see many leaders in the early parts of their career who are trying to establish themselves, determine the best path to go, and define what really excites them, motivates them, and brings them the greatest satisfaction in their work. While these factors may drive success for them for a while, they are unable to sustain that success. They may realize that their career aspirations change or they are changing as a person from a values and lifestyle perspective.

A landmark study in the Harvard Business Review, “Discovering Your Authentic Leadership,” by Bill George, Peer Sims, Andrew McLean, and Diana Mayer, indicates that sometimes we see leaders continue to strive for success in tangible ways such as money, status, or number of stock options and then the company they work for is sold or reorganized. They lose their power or stock options, and have no stability or true sense of identity or purpose. It is not easy to lead our lives based on constant external pressures or expectations from others. And sometimes we feel guilty or hesitant to say no to a new job for fear of what others will say or do. Taking on new roles or staying in the same one that is not aligned with who we are, what’s important to us, or what we feel we deserve, can lead to dissatisfaction, burnout, and undue stress within ourselves. No matter how successful or on track we think we are, it is important for all of us at some point in our career to check in and ask ourselves the sometimes difficult question, “Where do I find happiness and fulfillment?” Are you like the proverbial hamster spinning on the wheel and not going anywhere, or are you engaged in a career and life that is meaningful, brings you great satisfaction, and is aligned with your strengths, values, and career-life dreams?

Finding meaning and purpose in our career calls for becoming self-aware, but it is not an overnight process. It requires commitment and time for self-reflection to look honestly and deeply within yourself and to reach out to others to gain their perspective. The latter can be harder because others rarely see us exactly as we see ourselves, but it’s invaluable to be able to compare the impact you’re actually having on others to the impact you are aiming for and that you believe you are achieving. Studies from the Center for Creative Leadership indicate that the most common reason why executives fail is their inability to grasp other people’s perspective. So I am always an advocate of soliciting feedback from others—it’s a wonderful gift executives aren’t privy to unless they ask for it.

Your Career and Fulfillment Starts with You!

Leadership, as we discussed, starts with knowing who you are. It calls for a commitment for you to become critically aware of your makeup from all perspectives and dimensions (strengths, weaknesses, values, internal and external motivations) and then shaping a career path and development plan to get there. Sometimes we find ourselves in a place where our job is not fulfilling, we are frustrated or even doubting ourselves. We are handed a career plan by our boss and it’s not really where we want to go or be, or it is not playing to our strengths. So much of that can lead to internal conflict and dissatisfaction. Don’t forget that a development plan should be coactive with you and your boss. We can sometimes get ourselves in a hole or on the wrong track if we expect the organization to shape and form our career direction. The more aware you are of yourself, the more equipped you will be to take the right steps, have the “right” conversation, and take control of your own career destiny.

The Process of Getting to Know Yourself

At SHAMBAUGH, we have a number of integrated tools, solutions, and programs we use to help leaders develop key insights into their emotions, ways of thinking, habits, character traits, and results, and to help them apply those insights to their work. We hope these exercises invite people to see their work from a new point of view and themselves in a different way. Below are abbreviated, self-directed versions of some of these exercises to get you started on building your own self-awareness.

To begin, I will take you through a process where you will evaluate your behaviors and skills and see which serve your current ambitions and which might be holding you back. You’ll also look at your self-image and some of your beliefs, and compare and contrast your view of yourself to views of others around you. And you’ll have a chance to consider whether some of the assumptions or beliefs that served you well in your early career may be holding you back as you try to climb higher.

Then you’ll examine your values—what are the things you most want to contribute to and get back from your personal and professional lives? Finally, you’ll lay out a vision of the person you want to grow into over the course of your career. You’ll look at how the things you want to achieve align with your values, and how your strengths and weaknesses can foster or undermine your goals.

Finally, I’ll help you to craft a plan for moving forward with all this new information so that if your career is out of whack with your values, you can move to align it better, and you can start enhancing the strengths and shoring up the weaknesses that are most important to your success.

A Look at Strengths and Weaknesses in the Executive Suite

The higher you move in an organization, the more important it is to assess the dynamics of any new role, reassess your skill set, and think in broader terms about the appropriate traits, skills, and strengths you are trying to achieve. An executive vice president who is one or two levels away from being the CEO has different, probably broader, responsibilities than a mid-level manager overseeing a small department, and she is expected to adapt herself and her skills to this higher profile situation.

Here’s a hint: When they finally offer you an assistant, it’s not only appropriate, but expected that someone else will make your appointments and travel plans. You have more important things to do with your time. If you fail to learn to delegate the small stuff, it sends the message that you don’t see yourself as an important thought leader and other people won’t see you that way either.

The strengths and traits that got you to where you are, such as getting results, being detail oriented, being process focused, or a team player, are more of a recipe for being a good middle manager than an executive-suite executive. In contrast, executive-level leaders need to think strategically, have a vision for their organization and people, lead complex change, and build strategic and collaborative relationships inside and outside the organization. To advance to the executive level, you need to develop these skills and traits, and in a sense repackage yourself to draw attention to them. I have coached a number of women advancing to the executive suite that it is essential to really know your strengths and be able to demonstrate them, so you will stand above the crowd in what you do best. Even if that strength is 10 percent of a new job you’re taking, lead with that strength so you have an anchor and a greater sense of confidence. Seeing yourself as executive potential and acting that way is part of the game. This calls for an inventory of what you need to develop, and what you need to continue or stop doing, to build that outer and inner image.

It is important to reinforce that no one is going to excel at everything. Many women at this juncture in their career instinctively try to be all things to all people when in fact it is more about narrowing in on the skills and traits that have the greatest impact for you and your organization.

Take me as an example. I’m not the best at developing training programs, but that’s okay; I have hired far more competent people to do that job for SHAMBAUGH. I bring more value developing the right relationships, maintaining the vision for the company, and keeping the organization on a strategic path.

Below is a process that will help you to focus on those areas where you need to excel, where you may be falling short, and where you can hold steady based on your role and the impact you are trying to have.

Your Alignment with Your Organization

How well aligned are your abilities and interests with your organization’s goals and values? Answering the following questions will help to determine just that.

• What behaviors and attributes are valued in your organization?

• Based on where your organization is headed, what abilities will it need in its leaders over the next two to five years?

• What skills and behaviors will you need to bring continued value to your organization and succeed in your ideal role?

• How can you make the most of your strengths to fill those needs?

• Where will you need to shore up your weaknesses to round out what you bring to your job?

After doing this exercise you should see a strong alignment between your organization’s current and future needs and your strengths. You want to make sure that you don’t wind up in a situation where you’re striving to fit your square peg in a round hole.

If you’re beginning to see that your abilities and inclinations are not well aligned with the organization, then you need to start a process for determining what it would take to get in the groove or to look at the pros and cons of staying versus leaving.

A Few Pointers

• Discover your natural inclinations by looking at your organization’s mission-critical behaviors to see what excites you or gives you a sense of purpose or satisfaction.

• Don’t spend a lot of time on your weaknesses unless they are critical to proving yourself for that next job. For example, you can make up for less in-depth knowledge about finance by having a good relationship with the CFO and being able to consult him or her on your financial decisions. However, this would be a fatal flaw if you’d be expected to join the finance committee in your next role. And, in that case, you should find the time to take a financial course, perhaps as a weekend or weeklong executive education course at a good business school.

Using a 360-Degree Evaluation to Determine the Strengths You Have and the Strengths You’ll Need

Others see you far more objectively than you can ever see yourself. This is why I have always found that the best way to find out about your strengths and shortcomings is to ask for feedback from those you trust to be honest with you. Feedback from the right people establishes a connection between what we think we do and our effect on people. Some people will shy away from direct feedback for fear of being too shocked or taken aback by what they hear. But, in my own leadership experience, I’ve decided that difficult feedback really is better than no feedback at all. I would rather not be left on my own to figure out what others are thinking and feeling about me.

Here is a four-step process I recommend for getting the feedback that will serve you well:

1. Identify behaviors and attributes that matter. Determine the behaviors and attributes that are necessary for you to be successful in your role. These should include the key business objectives for your group and should be put in the context of your company culture. I encourage you to think big and consider what you want to demonstrate about yourself in this role to show you’re ready for bigger things—maybe even the executive suite.

2. Determine who can provide meaningful feedback. It’s called a 360-degree evaluation because it’s supposed to include perceptions of you from all sides. So make a mental list of your key stakeholders which includes your direct reports, boss, peers, customers, suppliers, or any other members of your leadership team. The key here is to find people who have had several experiences with you, and who can give feedback that will help you to improve your performance, leadership ability, and relationships. As hard as it may be, don’t steer away from those who may provide you with difficult feedback.

3. Solicit feedback. This process can be handled in several different ways, such as anonymous surveys or one-on-one interviews. I often recommend hiring a coach to work with you on a questionnaire and process for soliciting the feedback. A coach can also pull it all together into a summary report to share with you and help you make sense of it.

4. Develop your action plan. Some feedback will be a happy surprise. You might not be aware of some of the things you’ve been doing that people really value and appreciate. On the other hand, no one is perfect, so people will also see shortcomings or behaviors that they believe undermine your effectiveness. The key is to focus on a few critical behaviors that have the strongest weighting in your success and to look at the strongest trends and patterns—the things you hear over and over rather than the one-off comments. Once you’ve gotten a clear picture of what’s good and what needs improvement, work with a coach or mentor who can help you develop a plan that might include cross-assignments, mentoring by experts in areas where you come up short, or formal development tools and programs from inside or outside your organization.

Managing and Leveraging Your Feedback—Make It Count

Once you have people offering their perceptions of you, you’ll need to be open and accepting about what they have to say (and if you aren’t, don’t expect people to offer this feedback again). This isn’t easy, but it’s the greatest gift you can receive as an executive, or aspiring executive.

Self-Image: The Overlooked Success Factor

We spend so much of our career-planning time thinking about the hard, tactical stuff such as skills, experience, knowledge, goals, and performance, that we can forget how dramatically the softer stuff, like self-image, can impact our success. So next up, you’re going to take a close look at what you think of yourself and why and how that self-image is fostering or impeding your ultimate success.

To get started, imagine you are sitting at dinner (table for one), and you ask yourself, “What sort of person am I?” You might respond, “I’m a fix-it person. I clean up other people’s messes and botched projects.” Or you might say, “I’m a department head type."

Now, if I were sitting across from you, I’d ask, “Why do you think you are a fixer? Why don’t you think you’re the CEO type?” I’d bet dessert it’s because that’s the role you’ve been assigned over and over again. It’s a given that much of how we see the world and respond to experiences is based on a collection of beliefs we have about who we are.

But many people don’t realize that these beliefs are a mixture of internal forces and things that others project onto us. Part of anyone’s self-image is right on the money and part is misinformed by the collective influence of our own and other people’s biases. The self-image that evolves from this belief system can work for you or be limiting, and it’s usually a little of both. For example, you might believe you don’t have the educational background to be what you want to be. Or you might believe that you’re selfish if you spend a lot of time on yourself. But at some point you have to realize that you are the architect of who you are. And you need to take responsibility for your self-image.

So, for your next step on this road to self-discovery, I encourage you to look hard within yourself and identify those beliefs about yourself that might be limiting. We do this for the women who attend our Women in Leadership and Learning (WILL) program and they end up saying that it really helps them to identify reasons why they feel stuck in their career or, in some cases, they feel conflicted about their ambition.

At WILL, we ask women to draw a timeline of experiences and events that shaped their assumptions about their world and how they view themselves.

One of my huge life events was going into my father’s office on Saturday mornings and letting him show me all the construction jobs and bids he was working on. I was amazed by how he did it. I also got to see him interact with the other people in his company—from his secretary to the supervisors and workers. As an adult I realized that he had a tremendous ability to build strong relationships with his employees and I understood that much of his success was accomplished by these people who believed in and trusted him. That has stayed with me and formed my principles and beliefs as an entrepreneur. And that lesson has played a big part in SHAMBAUGH’s success.

After the women complete their lifeline exercise, they have some “ah-hah” moments of their own. Once they do that we ask them to dig deeper and identify any beliefs about themselves that are negative, but also no longer true (if they ever were to begin with). This helps them to understand where and how their self-perception can be needlessly limiting.

I love seeing the light bulb turn on as they begin to write down positive affirmations of who they really are or want to be. It’s an important and powerful exercise that can open up new doors, and empower you to move beyond your own obstacles and start on a new, positive path.

Exercise: Create Your Own Lifeline

Here are some simple steps for creating a timeline for your own life:

1. Think about significant events in your life (from childhood to the present) and rate them on a scale of 1 to 10; 1 for severe challenges and 10 for great events.

For example, losing a loved one would be rated a 1, while a great love or an adventurous trip abroad is rated a 10. A promotion at work could be an 8, 9, or 10, and the loss of a job might be a 3, depending on the emotional uplift or pain you experienced. These events don’t have to be big or momentous, but should loom large in your memory and be formative.

2. Once you have a good timeline, answer the following questions for each event:

• What impact did the event have on your life?

• How did the event impact your leadership abilities?

• How did your values evolve as a result of the event?

• Did this event contribute to making you a great leader? If not, how did it shape you?

• What motivated you at these different points in your past? What motivates you today?

3. Once you have identified those key highs and lows, start to connect the dots. What do the highs have in common? The lows? Do they reaffirm a vision you have of yourself or tell you something about your values and motivations that hadn’t occurred to you before?

4. If you can, turn to a trusted colleague, friend, or partner, and discuss your leadership journey. Ask them how they believe the dots connect and why. Ask them which of their perceptions of you have made sense in the context of these events. And ask them what new perceptions they have about you as a result. Then think about or talk about what these findings tell you about where you want to go from here.

Reframing Your Beliefs

Like anything, any lifelong habits and beliefs that you know are not working for you can be difficult but important to address. Our brain can become hardwired in certain beliefs and assumptions, which can make it hard to change. It takes considerable effort and commitment to rewire our counterproductive or less helpful beliefs, assumptions, and patterns of behaviors. It takes persistence, more than a little will, and some well-timed help from other people around you.

I will never forget an event that fundamentally reshaped my inner belief system. I was introverted and shy all the way through my teenage years. Presenting in front of the class or speaking to an assembly was like having my wisdom teeth pulled out. I forced myself to show up and do it, but it was painful. I always had these fears that I would not be prepared, would flub up, people would be bored, and felt that I didn’t deserve that level of attention on me.

As I progressed in my career, I became good at avoiding speaking obligations as much as I could, until close to 15 years ago when I was asked to speak about leadership to a large audience of community leaders at a major conference in Washington, D.C. By that point, I’d spent 10 years cultivating an expertise on leadership and promoting myself, indeed building my business on that expertise.

Nevertheless, I drove alone to the conference, anguishing about my talk, my knees shaking. I called Maureen, one of my business partners, and shared with her how anxious I was. She said, “Becky, I don’t get it. They picked you because you are the expert in this area. In fact, you know more about this topic than they do and they are paying you a good fee to come out and talk. That should be enough for you to believe that they are coming to the conference out of respect for you and a desire to hear your perspective and firsthand knowledge based on your years of practice developing leaders."

I listened and it struck me that I never thought that way about myself, but if my partner Maureen did, then others just might feel the same way.

Hearing my business partner share her strong beliefs about me helped me to gain a greater level of inner confidence and belief about myself. I managed to present that morning and felt more comfortable and at ease than I ever had in front of an audience. All eyes were on me and people were engaged and asking questions—questions that I could actually answer. I found myself being the person my business partner described. I felt very comfortable, and that was the starting point for a new truth about myself as a public speaker.

It took years and one crucial conversation for me to understand that my unease was rooted in my continuing perception of myself as being shy. I didn’t see myself as a speaker, so I dreaded speaking. Now I speak two or three times a week and enjoy connecting with large and small audiences on a topic about which I’m passionate and knowledgeable.

From that experience, I learned once again that to reach your potential, it’s essential to acknowledge the beliefs that you hold about yourself, as well as your beliefs about other people and the world around you. And it’s important to check in on a periodic basis to see if those beliefs still hold true and if they are limiting you in any way.

Exercise: Updating Your Belief Systems

The exercise above should give you the information that will help you think about the answers to the questions below.

Step 1: Answer the following questions:

• What core beliefs do you hold about yourself based on past experiences and events?

• How do they impact you today?

• How do these beliefs translate into behaviors?

For example, if you were told as a child that you’re not creative, was it really true and does it still hold true for you? If it doesn’t, have you been able to reframe your self-image as that belief has become obsolete?

I was sure when I was younger that I wasn’t creative and I shied away from activities like drawing or writing stories. But I’m pretty good at coming up with new and innovative ideas at work today, so maybe that’s not true about me anymore . . . or maybe it never was true. Maybe it was just an opinion.

Step 2: Share this information with a mentor, coach, family member, trusted friend, or spouse. They can provide an objective view on how accurate those beliefs are and on whether they’re empowering or unnecessarily limiting for you.

Step 3: Work on changing beliefs that don’t ring true anymore.

If, for example, you believe you don’t speak up and aren’t influential in meetings, observe yourself in meetings to see whether that’s really true. Are you good at speaking up during small, informal meetings, but more reticent at bigger, more formal sessions? Are you able to provide good analytical feedback when you’re asked for your input? Do you provide good agendas or other prep work that makes meetings more focused and productive?

Focusing on the ways you do make yourself heard and influence outcomes will help you to see yourself differently. And you can use that as a launching point for changing your hardwiring. If you’re already more influential than you thought, then maybe it’s not that big a leap to offer input before you’re asked or to be more assertive in larger groups. Of course, speaking up at one meeting isn’t going to change your belief. You have to behave consistently over time to completely uproot and supplant it. Start by asserting your new belief in environments that are relatively safe, say in a team meeting, rather than a meeting with the board.

Learning to Let Your Values Be Your Guide

I understand that over time, the currents of life and work can carry you off course, often so subtly that you don’t realize it’s happening until you notice you’re somewhere far from where you wanted to be.

After spending 14 years in the corporate world, running human resource teams, I realized that I was ready to turn to the next chapter in my career. My entrepreneurial bent was pushing to the surface and I wanted to build a business that would create innovative ways to develop and advance new business leaders, something I both knew and cared about.

Just as I had done at the start of my career, before embarking on this major transition, I once again identified and prioritized my core values. This was not a laundry list of all my values about everything. I am talking about my nonnegotiables—the ones that really mattered to me. They included being in a work situation where I would have real ownership over the work I produced (for better or for worse), where I could pursue continuous learning and personal growth, and where I could create new things, take risks, build relationships, and have fun.

Seeing this list of entrepreneurial values reinforced my confidence that I was making the right career move and those values continue to make my short list today.

I think of this list as my compass—a reminder of what is important to me and of what I want to accomplish. It also helps me to choose the right direction in which to pursue my version of success. It helps to ensure that I, and not those around me, shape my dreams.

Not paying attention to your own compass can get you into trouble. It can lead to jobs that are ill fitting and unsatisfying, and it can get you stuck somewhere between the eighteenth floor (management) and the executive suite penthouse. It’s incredible how often I see talented people fail to match their personal values to their career choices. For example, you might want to save lives but instead sell computers, and as a result you’re perpetually frustrated with your work assignments. But if you instead choose to sell medical devices, you’ll feel more personally committed to your product and your work, and believing in what you do will energize you to perform at your highest level.

Identifying Your Values

Through our WILL program, my organization offers a values clarification exercise (see Table 2-1 on page 32), which helps women explore and strengthen their leadership skills, confidence, and competence areas. The exercise usually helps women to see that when their values are aligned with their day-to-day work, they are much more energized and much less stressed. This exercise also demonstrates to them that they will be happier and better equipped to reach higher levels of success by knowing their values and designing their lives around them.

You can start to identify your values by examining your past experiences and life events. It’s important to consider both your high points and low points—when you were in the groove, at your best and completely engaged in what you were doing, and conversely, when you were really hating a situation and maybe even depressed or angry about it. You can’t discern your values by reflecting on situations where things were just okay. It’s when situations trigger emotional responses, either positive or negative, that your values show up. Also, being aware of your triggers—when your boss, friends, or family set you off—can help you to uncover your core values. This process will tell you what motivates or inspires you, as well as what your “nonnegotiables” are.

The following exercise is an example of what I ask women to think about when I walk them through a values session in our WILL program. Try it yourself and see what you find out.

Exercise: Assessing Your Values

Step 1: Think back over several instances when you were at your best, highly fulfilled, and focused. Jot down what worked for you: the people you worked with, the goal you had to achieve, or the environment where you worked.

Step 2: Look for the themes or patterns common to these events or experiences. Consider what values they reflect, such as accomplishment orientation, risktaking, independence, creativity, and so on.

Step 3: Next, think of events or experiences that were unsatisfying and did not contribute to your growth. Again, after you have identified a few, look for the themes and patterns here. Why were you dissatisfied? What made you angry? Maybe you had no authority, there were constantly shifting priorities, there wasn’t great teamwork, or you lacked a common purpose with your colleagues.

Step 4: Next, make a list of the values you took from the first part of the exercise and prioritize them based on where you are now, (their rankings will change from time to time).

Step 5: Finally, don’t just identify your values for yourself, share them with others when discussing career options, work concerns, or ethical dilemmas.

Your highest values might include having strong relationships with others, seeing your family happy and fulfilled, or having autonomy or flexibility in your work. Regardless of what they are, keep in mind that it’s less important to consider your top 20 values than the handful that are nonnegotiable. These are your few core values and thus your compass. They will help you to define your success and make choices. These are the ones to make transparent to yourself and others, especially during job interviews and discussions about promotions.

Values in Action

For an example of how values fit into situations, consider this hypothetical example:

Sue is considering taking a new job. It will give her a promotion she’s been wanting, great visibility, and a nice salary increase. She feels flattered and excited that it’s been offered to her, but as she tries to imagine herself doing it, she keeps getting a knot in her stomach. She doesn’t know why because she knows that she thinks it’s an amazing opportunity. She explores the job further and realizes that the knot settles in when she tries to figure out the travel it will demand—she’ll be on the road 50 percent of her time. But Sue just had her second child and she’s realizing that her family happiness—balancing work with being a mother—are top priorities right now, and this job, fabulous though it might be, conflicts with that. She decides that taking the offer would create more frustration, unhappiness, and stress than not taking it and asks them to keep her in mind in two or three years when she might be in a different place.

Assessing Your Life-Work Values Exercise

The following values chart (Table 2-1) will allow you to avoid running headlong into the type of conflict Sue had to wrestle with. Use it to assess your level of satisfaction with your personal and work lives. It offers some common values and examples of how they appear in personal and work situations.

With a highest rating of 10, assign a rating of your level of satisfaction to each value, dividing the score between personal and work. This exercise will help you to see how well you blend and manage your values from a whole life perspective. Why divide the score of 10? Sometimes your level of satisfaction is different when looking at both personal and work life. For example, achievement may be an important value to you. Let’s say you rated this value a 7 at work but 3 personally. Knowing that you are falling short on personal achievement outside of your work and profession, you begin to think of personal milestones to increase your level of satisfaction for that value. Maybe getting involved with a community outreach board or taking a course in an area you would like to personally learn and master is just one example of how to use this tool. See where your values are in sync with your personal life but not your work life and vice versa. In places where you’re happy, actively work to protect against developing an imbalance. Finally, use this exercise to prioritize and focus on your top five nonnegotiable values.

Table 2-1 Values Chart

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

A Vision Builds Resilience and Enables Comebacks

You’ve spent a lot of time thinking about your values and priorities—now you’ll see why it was time well spent. A clear sense of values provides a guiding force and filtering mechanism. It helps you to draw what you want, need, and deserve, and it helps you listen to that gut instinct that tells you when a seemingly perfect opportunity isn’t (like Sue in our previous example).

Moreover, with the groundwork laid, you’re ready for the big-picture stuff—setting a vision for yourself.

A vision can be a hard thing to get your arms around. But most simply put, it is a force that can sustain what you desire or need to get done. It’s less the nuts and bolts of what you want to accomplish (i.e., getting an executive-level job by a certain time) and more the big picture of what you want your life to be (a particular mix of intellectual, family, and spiritual pursuits, for example).

When I ask clients about their vision for themselves, I often get back a “deer-in-the-headlights” look. They don’t have the faintest idea what I am talking about. I explain that having a vision for yourself is another way of having an important goal for yourself. Without a vision, we look at the past rather than to our aspirations to guide our lives.

Without exception, I have observed over the years that the people who turn out to be “thought leaders,” who are respected by many and have a lasting legacy of ideas, are those who have experienced difficult times. In some cases, they lost power at some stage of their career due to changing conditions that were beyond their control. Yet they survived things like giving up the corner office, or losing an impressive title for their business card. But they eventually re-emerged as great leaders. One main reason is because they had a vision for themselves.

For example, Hillary Clinton was a woman behind the scenes for eight years while her husband was in the White House. Her first high-profile foray into policymaking—her plan for national health care—was disastrous and showed her naïveté about how things are done in Washington, as well as America’s appetite for that kind of massive change. But she never lost her vision of becoming an effective leader, and now she is one of the most powerful women in the country—a successful senator who is incredibly savvy about how to frame passable legislation that accomplishes her goals.

Like her, others I know had a level of confidence within themselves and a vision of who they wanted to be that they were able to hold onto and use as a rudder to keep them on course through the turbulence.

A Vision Is a Magnet

When I left the corporate world and started my own organization, I defined and worked on articulating my vision for both my organization and myself. I found that the clearer those visions became, the more I was drawn to the people I needed to make them pan out, and those same people were drawn to me.

I have people still working with me after more than 16 years, supporting our shared mission of developing great leaders. I found this so interesting that I decided to ask these people why they came to my organization and stayed. They shared with me that it was the clarity of my vision, my passion about and belief in the work we did, and the confidence that I exuded around that vision.

Seeing, believing, being, and articulating your vision with confidence is an effective tool for influencing others and for gathering the right people around your vision. As hyperbolic as it seems, I really do feel that my vision acts as a magnet, attracting intelligent, magnificent, and endearing people who are able to bring our shared vision for my business to life.

The bottom line: A vision serves as a beacon, providing a direction and purpose to help you navigate through your work. It helps you to continue moving forward in spite of all the distractions and disappointments and detours that you encounter along the way. And there will be disappointments and distractions: mergers, acquisitions, layoffs, missed promotions, failed projects, and the like.

Why is this vision thing particularly important for women? A study conducted by Harris Interactive indicated that 4 out of 10 qualified women (37 percent) reported that they had left their work voluntarily. Having broken through the traditional glass ceiling and reaching the executive suite, many found that they were dissatisfied or questioning the direction in which they were headed. I have heard many accomplished women say that when they get to that place of power, they find themselves asking, “Is this it?” They become frustrated and find the position is not doing it for them. It doesn’t bring the sense of fulfillment and happiness they had thought it would. Usually, it wasn’t the level of power that disagreed with them. Rather the specific position that got them to the executive suite wasn’t aligned with their personal vision and thus, it wasn’t the position they could best serve.

When I coach women who are moving from an individual contributor role to a manager’s job that is meant to prime them for an executive role, I ask them to step back and look outside their day-today activities. I ask them to describe to me how they see themselves in a broader context, in their personal life and career.

I remember one woman who had a very vivid vision for herself. She saw herself succeeding in three major roles: mother, business leader, and servant to others in the community. What that meant for her was that a big piece of her life was going to be focused outside of work, on her family, and community activities. She knew clearly what she wanted her family experience to be for each of her children and for herself. She also had a clear picture of where she wanted to take her organization and the kind of culture and work environment she wanted to build for her employees. Finally, she also was committed to making a difference for others who were less fortunate and was starting a local chapter of Habitat for Humanity. Having this vision for herself and knowing what she wanted to do in these key areas of her life helped her to choose her priorities and measure her successes.

If you don’t have a clearly defined vision for yourself, consider the following questions.

Exercise: Creating Your Vision

1. Have you defined the important roles you have or want to have in your life?

2. Can you clearly articulate what success looks like in each of these roles?

3. Do you know what your priorities are around these roles you want to have? And have you established important goals, objectives, and boundaries to achieve them?

4. Describe your ideal work environment: people you’d work with, type of work you’d do, the schedule you’d keep, who your customers would be, and how you would benefit them.

5. If you had one year to live, what would you do?

6. If you were about to die, what are the three things that people would say about you? How would they say you have made a difference or impacted others in a positive way? What is something that will continue to live on because of you? How do these answers compare to what you would want the answers to be?

All of the areas you explored in this chapter make up you as a “whole” leader. Great leadership means believing, being, and living out your role in an integrated way. It is about blending your beliefs, values, professional goals and desires, and all the other dimensions that make up work and life. It is not easy and many of us are leading in a very stressful and fast-paced environment. John Donahue, president of eBay Market Places and former worldwide managing director of Bain, stressed that it is important to maintain a sense of self no matter where you are. He warned, “The world can shape you if you let it. To have a sense of yourself as you live, you must make conscious choices. Sometimes the choices are really hard, but you make the right one in the end."

There’s a saying, “If you don’t know where you are going, any road will get you there.” To not have a vision is to not know where you’re going. You can meander, or worse, you can wind up letting someone else navigate your career according to their terms rather than your vision.

Don’t wait for someone else to set a destiny for you. Life is too precious. And you have too much to give to waste it on an agenda that might not be in your best interests or fulfill your desires or be aligned with your values.

On to the Sticky Floors

This soul-searching is a great and essential warm-up exercise. Now that you’ve got the muscles that deal with introspection, assessment, and self-improvement in gear, you’re ready to move ahead to the main part of the book, the sticky floors. Plunge ahead, or if you have a particular issue that needs dealing with, turn to page 46 for a guide to the sticky floors and head to the one from which you most need to pull free.

Sure it’s daunting, but look at how much you’ve already accomplished. Hopefully you’re already seeing an improvement in your work and in your work-life balance. So trust that you’re ready and that you can do this, and that you’ll be an even better person, primed for the executive suite, when you’re done.
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