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To my parents, who by their example and encouragement showed me that it’s possible to have a career of purpose.
To Ashley, for her infinite patience and support, without which none of this would be possible.
And to the Ladies Get Paid community:
thank you for being on this journey with me.
This book is for you.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

You may have found your way to Ladies Get Paid because you’re excited about the future of your career, or maybe you’re here because you’re feeling stuck. Perhaps you’re standing on the precipice of a big change, or perhaps you’re itching to make one happen. Maybe you experienced something at work that was disappointing, frustrating, or downright infuriating. Or perhaps you’re not satisfied with the status quo in your professional life or for the lives of all women. Whatever it is, you’re ready to take your career into your hands. Welcome, you’re in the right place.

This is a book about putting yourself in the driver’s seat of your career. In it, I will ask you to declare yourself worthy of more, teach you how to set your sights on a goal, and push you to go after it.

Getting paid is about so much more than your paycheck. It’s about respect and recognition. It’s also about getting power, in all the ways you define it. Why “Ladies”? I chose the word as a nod to the image it conjures up: the well-behaved woman, the good girl. She doesn’t disrupt and she’s grateful for what she’s given. But my question is, what happens when a lady takes up space? What happens when she is the one calling the shots? The phrase “Ladies Get Paid” is about pushing women to know their value and be unabashed to ask for more.

Writing about women in the workplace often invites criticism. There are those who argue that the wage gap doesn’t exist or that the obstacles women (and in particular women of color) face have been overstated. I urge you to visit the References section in the back of this book. There, I believe you will find an abundance of research that shows the vast structural challenges and discrimination that persists despite some progress made in the last thirty years.

There are also those who call this corporate feminism, and say that it is performative at best and perpetuating systemic inequalities at worst. I hear you.

While I understand this criticism, helping women move up in their companies and make more money (which men have done since the beginning of time) is, on its face, not a bad thing. More money means more power. And hopefully a more balanced leadership, both in terms of gender and race, would yield a more inclusive and fairer workplace. I won’t apologize for teaching women things that can improve their lives.

But does advocating for oneself address entrenched sexism and discrimination? No. That is why I include an appendix that lists a number of laws such as minimum wage, paid family leave, and universal childcare, which, if enacted, would greatly benefit women with an emphasis on low-wage workers and women of color.

And finally, there are those who will say that these are problems of our own making, that it is our lack of confidence or ambition that hold us back. I reject that. Yes, we sometimes hold ourselves back, but it is an internalization of how our gender is treated, whether it’s how we are socialized or how we are paid.

This book will encourage you to question everything: your assumptions, what you believe you deserve (or don’t), where you’re headed, and what you think you’re capable of. You’ll meet nine real women (some names and identifying details have been changed) whose career challenges—from dealing with imposter syndrome to negotiating their salaries to navigating office politics—may resonate with your own. I hope their stories will inspire you, but most important, incite you to action. Change only happens by doing. Remember, small steps lead to big rewards, and by picking up this book, you just took the first one.


INTRODUCTION

HOW IT ALL BEGAN

Before Ladies Get Paid, the book, came Ladies Get Paid, the organization. It was born from three pivotal moments in my life. The first happened at an advertising festival. Party after party, CEOs of major brands socialized (and drank) with those who wanted their business. It was mostly men. At the time I worked for a professional platform that connected creatives with jobs, and I was there to find clients. The festival opened with an outdoor cocktail party.

“Whose wife are you?”

He was tall, probably around sixty years old, dressed in an expensive-looking white linen suit. It had been barely five minutes since I’d walked into the party. I gritted my teeth and stretched my lips into what I hoped was a smile. “I’m here on business.” This was going to be a long week. Around-the-clock networking is tiring.

And it was. But what was even more exhausting was the invisible (though sometimes obvious) imbalance of power between genders. Men greatly outnumbered women and their seniority dwarfed ours. I needed these men to send me their business, but so many saw me, and many of the other women there, not as valuable professional connections but as people to party with. Repeatedly, I had to wrestle the conversation back to a place that was relevant to my work or simply back to a place where I felt comfortable. It was draining, but I’d done this dance before. In fact, I’d been doing it my entire career.

Something profound happened toward the end of the festival. Needing to pee (and needing a break), I sought refuge in the women’s restroom. It turned out I wasn’t the only one. Crowded in there were women of all ages, huddled together, connecting and commiserating. They traded business cards and tips on who to avoid and who was actually serious about networking. These women had come to the festival to get shit done; it just happened to be getting done in the ladies’ room. I spent some time there recharging, then took a deep breath and went back out, into the fray.

After the week was over, I slept for two days straight. I felt demoralized and a bit disgusted as I replayed each unsettling interaction over and over again, from Mr. Whose Wife Are You to the guy who slurred “You’re hot” when I pitched him a business idea. Then my disgust turned inward. What had I done to attract this kind of attention? Was my dress too short? Had I been too friendly? This was an all-too-familiar loop, a constant refrain throughout my whole career, and maybe even my whole life.

But for the first time, something short-circuited my self-doubt. For years, I’d struggled to be taken seriously as a successful, ambitious woman, questioning myself in the process. One memory stood out in particular: I was at dinner with a man a colleague had introduced me to, thinking we might partner on a project. Toward the end of the evening, he grabbed my hand and pulled me in to kiss him. I snatched my arm back. “Excuse me?!” I said in disbelief. The man looked utterly confused. “But you gave me your business card!” he sputtered. Besides the fact that it was a troubling misinterpretation of signals, what stayed with me was the fact that I was being perceived as a potential sexual partner instead of a professional one, despite every indication that I was there to do business. And as a result, networking with this person, who otherwise could have been valuable for my work, was an opportunity I would not pursue. It also made me feel like shit.

I had a realization: How many other times had I missed opportunities not because of a lack of ability or performance, but because I was a woman? How many hours had I wasted agonizing about how to maneuver among men like these in this world that they had created? I thought of all the energy I’d wasted seeking approval from the men around me. I couldn’t continue like this; something needed to change.

I opened my laptop and googled three words: “women,” “work,” and “inequality.” What I learned shook me to my core:


	The majority of today’s college graduates are women, yet less than 22 percent of us make it past middle management.

	The wage gap, which is usually referred to as being 78–80 cents to the man’s dollar, is not the reality for everyone. Depending on your race (and a myriad of other factors), it can be so much worse. Black women make between 63–68 cents on the dollar, while Hispanic women make a mere 55 cents on the dollar.



I was shocked. I felt angry. And on top of that, I was ashamed for not knowing it was that bad, and that reeked of my privilege. I’d grown up being told I could do and be whatever I dreamed of, that our workplaces are a meritocracy, and that the fight for equality was over and won by my mother’s generation. I was finally understanding this was not reality. And I wanted to do something about it.

As I continued to research women in the workplace, I discovered an entire vocabulary that put words to things I’d always felt but hadn’t known how to articulate. For example, I learned about emotional labor, the contortionism that women—especially women of color—perform to fit into and accommodate environments where they are not the status quo. All of this was enlightening, but it was also overwhelming. With such systemic, entrenched bias, what could I as an individual possibly do?

A year later, I was approached by an art director friend of mine, Leta. She’d recently found out that a male art director friend of hers was charging almost double what she was. This discovery made Leta realize how little she knew about pricing and how important it was for this to be a larger, more open conversation with our peers. She was also concerned that the lack of transparency might mean other people were underpricing themselves, which in turn could be bringing down wages for everyone.

Because I was the director of marketing for a platform that helped people find work, I was in a position to bring information and awareness to a large network of people. Leta wondered if there was something I could do to help women learn what they should be paid. It began to dawn on me that in so many ways, money symbolized much of what I’d been agonizing over in the past year. Money—and having the same opportunities to earn just as much as men—was about more than a number. It represented value, worth, and above all, power. All things that, as women, we have historically been denied.

This conversation with Leta happened during the lead-up to the 2016 presidential election. As I thought about organizing an event for women to talk about money, I became intrigued by the town halls the candidates were hosting and thought it could be a good alternative in lieu of the format of a typical panel. I envisioned one made up of women of different backgrounds and professions, trading stories and advice about money in an open forum, essentially democratizing a subject that had always seemed to be the domain of experts (men). More important, it could finally get us talking about a topic that was taboo, that was considered crass but that men seemed able to navigate with ease. Maybe if one of us spoke up, others would follow. All we needed was a bit of encouragement.

To get people to sign up, I asked six women I admired if they would be open to sharing their money stories. I also asked each of them to recommend a few women they thought should be there. For every woman I was introduced to, I asked if they could recommend another woman who might want to attend. This went on until we reached capacity. The day of the event, one hundred women came. They crowded together on couches, spilling out onto the floor, passing around bottles of wine, buzzing with energy. It reminded me of the ladies’ room at the advertising festival.

It was my first public speaking experience and I knew I didn’t have all the answers. I was there to learn just as much as they were. I told the room that we would get out of the event only as much as we were willing to give; to receive help meant we had to offer it. We raised our glasses to one another, and we began.

It was like a cork shooting out of a champagne bottle. One story begat another as these women opened up to one another and to themselves. They shared stories of disappointments and struggles, missed opportunities, denied promotions. There were lots of tears, but lots of high fives, too. One woman stood up and declared, “I’m an illustrator and make a shit ton of money.” She got a standing ovation.

I was right; this conversation was about so much more than the dollars in our pockets. It was about solidarity. It was about self-worth. It was also about taking action to right the wrongs that we’d been laboring under. We would no longer wait (and hope) to be rewarded. Money was the first step, a tangible thing that could mark progress on what was sure to be a long road ahead. To close the wage gap, we could start with ourselves, by advocating for our worth. But for all of us to rise, we needed to work together.

Three hours later, the event was technically over, but no one was leaving. I was becoming antsy since the venue was charging me by the hour. “Go home!” I shouted as I turned off the lights. Everyone reluctantly shuffled out, and I could hear them discussing what bar to go to; they didn’t want the conversation to end.

As one of the women walked out, she pulled me aside. “This,” she said, motioning around the room, “you should do this.” I didn’t know what she meant, but something magical had happened that night.

On my way home, I felt electric. That energy in the room was coursing through my veins and my mind was racing. It had been over a year since I’d googled “workplace inequality,” and I thought that maybe, just maybe, this could be the start of something big. Something that could lead toward making things right. While I didn’t quite know what was next, perhaps the first step was simply for us to share our stories as we had done that night.

Over the course of the next twelve months, I organized 250 town halls in nineteen cities, bringing together thousands of women to talk about money, power, work, and self-worth. And every time a woman got up to speak, she discovered she was not alone. As I watched them, I knew there had to be a way to harness the strength we have when we come together. I wanted to see it move beyond those rooms and those town halls, to build an even larger collective that could allow us to learn from one another, encourage one another, and share practical advice and professional guidance to get us where we wanted to be. The town halls were our catharsis, but with no action afterward, all that inspiration and energy would be wasted. And nothing would change.

While organizing these events, I witnessed the power in peer-to-peer sharing, but I also saw that there was a great need for concrete tools to fix actual problems. One topic that kept coming up in the town halls all across the country was insecurity surrounding salary negotiation. Teaching more women how to negotiate their salaries wasn’t a big-picture structural change, but it could at least start moving the needle in the short term. As I fit the pieces together, I knew there was something special happening, but what I didn’t know was that a movement was being born. This one area of actionable change became the cornerstone of our movement, and a springboard for accessing—and improving—broader issues impacting women in the workplace.

As of this writing, the Ladies Get Paid community has grown to more than one hundred thousand women who are all working together to advance women in the workplace. In this book, I will share the stories of nine members (some names and identifying details have been changed). Each in their own way, these women battle internal and external struggles, pushing up against the bounds of what they (and others) expect of themselves, and are ultimately able to reach places of purpose, fulfillment, and power. For many of them, this meant undoing assumptions and rebuilding expectations, examining where they came from, and becoming clear on what direction they will go.

In their stories, I will highlight what they can teach us. In those moments, I hope you will reflect on your own life and how you’ll use these tools to rocket yourself forward.

This book is organized into four parts. The first part explores the obstacles we may have in ourselves. We’ll examine expectations we may have inherited from our families, the media, our communities, and other influences about what career success looks like and what we can achieve. From there, we’ll learn to identify and evaluate opportunities to make sure we are headed on a path that’s aligned with our values and goals. Then, we’ll break down imposter syndrome and perfectionism, two major internal roadblocks (often resulting from systemic and cultural obstacles) that stand in our way of feeling and doing our best.

In the second part of the book, we’ll broaden our focus: you’ll learn how to build and leverage your network to get you where you want to go. This includes interviewing, securing, and negotiating for a new job. But getting the job is only the first step. You need to also set yourself up for success. That means educating yourself on how to develop healthy work habits for the long game—things like conducting an inventory of your energy and setting boundaries for yourself and others so that you don’t burn out. You can’t do well if you aren’t well.

Then we’ll explore how to navigate upward: cultivating a support system, increasing our visibility, and taking advantage of opportunities. The ultimate goal? To seek out rewarding challenges and do our best work in a place that recognizes and rewards us.

At a certain point, however, trying to do well in a system that was not made by or for us is not good enough; the system itself has to change. The final part of the book is about what we can do to make our workplaces more inclusive and supportive of women, including policies and practices companies can implement to make that happen. But for true systemic change to happen, we need updated and evolved laws. The appendix includes information on how to lobby your elected officials to enact laws that ensure wide-ranging and long-lasting progress.

Before we begin, I want to acknowledge that some of the lessons in this book come from a place of relative privilege. Being able to walk away from a negotiation or turning down a job are luxuries. And while as women we are bound together by our marginalized status, my experience in the workplace as a white cisgender woman is not the same as that of a Black woman, or a Hispanic woman, or a woman with a disability, or a trans woman, or any of the countless women in groups pushed to the fringes of society, who have been fighting these battles for generations. I firmly believe that we have progressed only as far as those who still struggle the most among us. If we’re going to make meaningful change, it has to benefit all of us, not just some of us. And we have to do it together. Let’s get started.
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HOW DID WE GET HERE?

Before we can advocate for ourselves out in the world, we have to first believe that we are worthy of advocacy. This begins with examining our inner beliefs and the mindsets we carry into our lives and workplaces. Are they truly aligned with where we want to go?

In Chapter One: Get Aligned, we’ll explore the cultural messaging we’ve received about women and work, and how that has impacted our career decisions. As millennial women, we were told growing up that we could achieve anything we wanted, as long as we were willing to work hard. On the one hand, this was incredibly encouraging: many of the women who came before us were told all the things they could not do. But creating equal opportunity for women is also more complicated than simply changing what young women are told.

As children, we learn that there is an “ideal” girl: she is nice, pretty, accommodating, gets good grades, and puts family first. We are rewarded if we become that girl and criticized if we don’t. What that demonstrates to us is that our worth is contingent on the approval of others. This is further reinforced as we get older, so it’s no wonder that we may start to contort ourselves to be whatever we think others need us to be. In turn, these messages can sometimes warp the expectations we have for our careers and make us lose sight of what fulfills us. Or, if we do know what we want but it doesn’t line up with the norm, we may silence our desires in order to adhere to the safety of the status quo.

Just as there’s an “ideal” girl, there’s also an “ideal” career, with only so many paths to get there. This idea that there is a “right” path assumes that there is also a “wrong” one. Because as women, we’ve been brought up to please others, we of course feel pressure to do the “right” thing. The problem is, we might not stop to consider if that’s truly the right thing for us. In Chapter One we’ll talk about how to identify the societal, cultural, and familial messages that could be interfering with our judgment, and how to develop methods for tuning back in with ourselves and redefining what success really means to us.

Once you have an authentic vision of what success means to you, you have to believe you are worthy of it. In order to do that, you must confront any limiting beliefs that may be holding you back or keeping you small. Here’s a thought exercise: When you think of a CEO of a Fortune 500 company, what do they look like? Did you picture a woman, or a person of color? Your mental image of a CEO is probably influenced by the fact that the number of female Fortune 500 CEOs has never risen above 6.4 percent. In fact, in 2018, there were more Fortune 500 CEOs named John than there were women on the list. (Beyond that, there are entire industries with barely any women in them.) When you don’t see yourself represented in a certain environment, it is easy to assume that this is not a place you can access or a role you would excel in without changing something about yourself.

As women enter the workforce, this realization has an undeniable effect. Optimism can easily be replaced by doubt. Am I good enough to make it? It’s also incredibly easy to turn that doubt inward, just as I’d done after the advertising festival: Is something wrong with me?

In the face of such doubt, many of us do what we’ve been taught to do: keep our heads down, work hard, and wait to be rewarded. But what I hear from women, over and over again, is that as they ascend in their field of choice, their male colleagues seem to be getting ahead while the promotions and raises for the women are harder to come by. This is not in our imagination. According to psychologist and organizational consultant Tomas Chamorro-Premuzic, studies show that men are more likely to be rewarded based on their potential, whereas women have to prove themselves again and again, solidifying our self-doubt even more.

Studies also show that men are paid more, and this is the final nail in the coffin of self-worth. That’s the tangible proof of what we’d feared all along: that we are less valuable and must adjust our expectations of what we are capable of and what we deserve.

All of these factors—slower promotion cycles, lower wages, poor representation in positions of power—can come together and form a misguided foundation of how we operate in the workplace. This uncertain foundation is largely built on two core beliefs:

1. 	We are not as good as we present ourselves to be, and that people will find out, i.e., imposter syndrome.

2. 	Anything less than flawless is a failure, and in turn, we are the failure, i.e., perfectionism.

Imposter syndrome and perfectionism are like two sides of the same coin, both born from the belief that our worth is largely based on how well we perform (remember that childhood conditioning, where one’s worth is contingent on doing the “right” thing as an “ideal” girl?) This can get in our way of embracing our self-worth, taking risks, and standing up for ourselves.

When we constantly play catch-up to what we think worthiness looks like, we risk expending energy, often to the point of burnout. Imposter syndrome and perfectionism also have the power to keep us small: not speaking up at a meeting for fear of looking dumb, or not applying for a job that we don’t think we’re 100 percent qualified for. These kinds of beliefs limit our expectations for what we can achieve, and even how we think we deserve to be treated.

We’ll address each in turn in Chapters Two and Three, teaching you how to recognize these habits and thoughts and stop them from running the show. A lot of this work may feel uncomfortable at best and painful at worst. You may be undoing old habits and rethinking your choices. As scary as that can be, stick with it. I promise it will pay off (figuratively and literally)! Once we address these internal obstacles, we can clear the way to make real, unimpeded progress out in the world.

You’ve got this.
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