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INTRODUCTION

To anyone on the outside, it seemed like I had it all. I’d started, scaled, and sold a business by age thirty-three. I was well-known in the business community, gave keynotes to business leaders twice my age, and was invited to events with high-profile CEOs. By any measure, I was “successful.” However, behind the scenes, I was struggling. Burnout, constant stress, depression. I’d contended with these issues for much of my journey. I felt like I was doing everything right, though. I went to yoga, read self-help books, tried to meditate, and worked with a coach. I power posed, put affirmations on my desk, and had a vision board. Yet, in the rare moments when I stopped the relentless busyness of my life, something just didn’t feel… right.

In 2014, my co-founder and I crowdfunded the launch of Conscious Company magazine. We were the first nationally distributed print publication in the United States dedicated to businesses that positively impact the world. Our first issue was picked up for distribution at Whole Foods Markets worldwide. We leveraged this success to close an investment round and build a media organization with a massive online presence, events, podcasts, and a membership community of thousands of progressive business leaders. It seemed like the business was thriving, but, similar to my situation, appearances were deceiving.

In early 2017, I reviewed our company’s financial projections and found that, barring a miracle, we would run out of money by the end of the year. I’d given my all to the company and done everything I was “supposed” to do to succeed. I was gutted. I couldn’t stop thinking about our first employee, Cia. Her family’s health insurance, including coverage for her sons, Oliver and Isaac, depended on our company. I thought about Laurie, one of our twenty-one investors, who’d invested $125,000 because she believed in the vision I’d painted for her. I felt like I was failing female business leaders everywhere. It would be another data point for investors to justify why women hold less than 10 percent of CEO roles worldwide.

The pressure was too much. Overwhelmed by a rising sense of panic, I started feeling chest pains and shortness of breath. I was forced to lie down on the hardwood floor, where I screamed into a pillow and felt like my world was crumbling around me. I wasn’t okay. Through sobs, I yelled for my husband, Scott, and heard him taking the stairs two at a time. He threw the door open and wrapped himself around me. I will never forget the look in his eyes when he found me on that floor. Later, when I’d calmed down, Scott said, “I can’t watch you suffer like this anymore. Nothing is worth this.”

I’d allowed things to deteriorate to this point because it just felt normal to suffer. Every successful businesswoman I knew was struggling in some way. Between the events I hosted, industry conferences I spoke at, and interviews I did for our magazine, I’d heard similar stories from CEOs, founders, executives, partners, managers, consultants, associates, and others.

Fellow CEO Emily Lutyens had an undiagnosable medical issue triggered by stress that sporadically paralyzed both of her legs. Deepa Purushothaman, one of the youngest partners ever at Deloitte, had an undiagnosable illness caused by extreme stress that forced her to take eight months of medical leave. Sheryl O’Loughlin, former CEO of Clif Bar, co-founder of Plum Organics, and then CEO of REBBL, had to walk away from her career after years of stress-related anorexia and depression.

These brilliant, ambitious, high-achieving women were “successful” yet barely holding it together. Maybe some of this resonates with you. You’re driven. You aspire to lead. You excel. You achieve. Yet what you’ve worked so hard for isn’t what you expected. The career you once strove for has become a source of anxiety, stress, and depletion. Something doesn’t feel right, but you can’t quite put your finger on it. You read books on leadership, mindfulness, stress reduction, personal development, and anything that might provide an answer. You exercise, take an occasional spa day, and try to be proactive about your well-being. But nothing sticks. You wonder if you’re missing something. Maybe you’re the exception—the only one who constantly questions whether you’re doing it right and is spread too thin? Because everyone around you seems just fine.

I felt the same way but slapped on the shiny, confident veneer and pretended all was well. I had to, right? I couldn’t show any cracks in my armor, especially after we sold our business in December 2017 and the new parent company asked me to remain as CEO. I felt that admitting I was struggling meant I wasn’t cut out for the role. My silence perpetuated a lie.

June 6, 2018, was the first day of our Conscious Company Leaders Forum. We had more than two hundred business leaders flying in from all over the world. I’d share the stage with business titans like Justin Rosenstein of Asana, CNN Hero Chad Houser, and best-selling author Lynne Twist. However, I woke up that morning to the news that Kate Spade had lost her life to suicide the night before. To outsiders, it made little sense. Spade was living the dream of businesswomen worldwide. She founded her namesake brand in 1993, became a household name, and sold her company to Neiman Marcus for nearly $100 million. Even though it seemed like she had it all—intelligence, talent, wealth, acclaim, fame—I wondered how many people knew she was struggling. Or, like me, had she put on a brave face, hiding her struggles behind her success?

While reflecting on Spade’s death, I decided to drop my facade. I opened our event by speaking about my mental health struggles, including the panic attack I’d experienced the previous year. I spoke of the immense pressure I felt, how I’d tied my identity to my work and prioritized my work over all else to the detriment of my well-being. Over the next two days, attendee after attendee—primarily women—sought me out to share similar stories. Burnout, exhaustion, depression, stress, mental health issues, medical challenges—the stories just kept coming.

I continued opening up about my mental health over the next two years and experienced similar responses everywhere I went. So many high-achieving businesspeople were struggling—people of all gender identities. These experiences tracked with statistics I’d seen, like the fact that more than 75 percent of workers have experienced burnout at their current work or that three out of five workers experience negative mental or physical health issues as a result of work-related stress.1 But as more and more people connected with me about their suffering, I noticed that a disproportionate number of them were women. I looked into this dynamic further and found that research supported my observations.

Women consistently report much higher levels of stress than men. Working women’s well-being is declining faster than men’s, regardless of whether they have children.2 An estimated 43 percent of women report feeling burned out, compared to 31 percent of men at the same level.3 Additionally, women’s symptoms of depression significantly increase as their authority increases, while symptoms of depression in men tend to decrease.4

Unfortunately, these statistics hit a little too close to home. In 2019, when I returned from maternity leave after having my first child, Jack, the stress, burnout, and depression were just too much. In February 2020, I resigned as CEO from the company I’d co-founded and loved. My last day was March 13. Four days later, we were in a statewide lockdown due to COVID-19. Instead of launching my next venture—an in-person events company for women—I unexpectedly became a full-time mom to our nine-month-old son. Over the next eighteen months, between social isolation, no longer working full-time, and having complications during my second pregnancy requiring weeks of bed rest, I had a lot of time to think. I knew I wanted to work again, but no part of me wanted to return to the world where I felt that I had to destroy myself in the name of success.

I desperately wanted to understand why working women were disproportionately struggling and if there was a better way. I read about the history of business and systems change. I pored over articles, podcasts, and books by other successful businesswomen and reviewed interviews I’d done throughout my career. I captured anything relevant I found. Ultimately, I discovered clear issues that explained why we’re struggling. As we’ll explore in Chapter 1, contemporary business sets women up for failure. The game is not just rigged; it’s actively harming us. Yet, with no clear alternative, we keep trying to force ourselves to succeed in the status quo, and it’s destroying us. Once I uncovered these dynamics, I felt deeply validated, like I’d been struggling to swim my whole life, only to realize that someone had tied a weight to my ankle that I’d never noticed. I hope as you explore these issues, you’ll feel something similar.

After identifying the fundamental problems, I sought solutions. The best place to begin was studying the business leaders I knew who seemed to be successful and thriving. They do exist. I’d met them. Co-founder and co-CEO of EO Products Susan Griffin-Black; founder of her namesake brand and fashion icon Eileen Fisher; co-founder and CEO of Rising Tide Capital Alfa Demmellash; co-founder and chief visionary of Dermalogica skincare Jane Wurwand; thought leader and author Akaya Windwood. It wasn’t like these women didn’t face challenges or work hard; the difference was, they somehow remained grounded, healthy, and deeply content amidst it all. Moreover, the people who worked at their organizations seemed to feel the same way.

These leaders appeared to have realized that the status quo business playbook wasn’t working and found the courage to write their own playbook instead. That courage had paid off. Not only were they thriving as people, but their careers were hugely successful by any measure. They weren’t succeeding despite forging their own path; they were succeeding because they’d done so. They showed me that you don’t have to compromise your health, values, or life in the name of success—you can succeed by bringing the best of yourself to the table, prioritizing the most essential things in life, and building a career that truly matters. Each woman felt like she’d unlocked something that could transform everything and had paved a path for the rest of us to follow.

As I investigated each woman’s essential practices, I noticed trends. They shared common leadership approaches, workplace practices, and beliefs about success and the role of business in society. The deeper I went, the more I found, ultimately revealing an entirely new playbook that transforms work, improves lives, and begins repairing the entire system for good. This is the playbook I’ve detailed in this book. And while this book details issues specifically impacting women—meaning women and girls in all their intersecting identities—and addresses that audience, it’s intended for everyone because contemporary business harms us all. Regardless of gender identity, you’ll benefit from understanding these issues and incorporating the book’s practices into your life.

In Part I, you’ll untangle your limiting beliefs about leadership by highlighting what extraordinary leaders do to flourish at work and in life. You’ll reimagine leadership through four essential practices: being holistic, authentic, optimized, and sustained. In Part II, you’ll examine the most harmful workplace practices that hold us back and uncover the power of beneficial, dignified, and unified workplaces that make work better for everyone (including you). In Part III, you’ll explore how your definition of success may be standing in the way of leading the life you genuinely love and causing more harm than you realize.

In each section, you’ll be presented with concrete solutions to extricate yourself from the harmful status quo and begin transforming your work and life for good. With these new practices, you’ll move from feeling overwhelmed, depressed, and burned out to feeling supported, energized, and fulfilled. What’s more, your workplace can transform from a place of stress and depletion to a place of healing and joy.

Now, if you read all that and feel incapable of such change—I promise you, you can do this. The women who’ve led the way come from all backgrounds and experiences, are of different ages, went to different schools, and work in various industries. Many of them felt trapped in previous roles and doubted themselves. However, at some point in every woman’s story, she decided to stop settling. One of these women, Hannah Drain Taylor, says, “I always wondered if I was an idealist. I felt like I had my head in the clouds, believing a company like ours could exist or that I could feel so good at work. But I had to try. I kept at it, and it finally materialized.”

You have everything you need to follow in the footsteps of women like Hannah. That said, it will require change, and change can be uncomfortable. But haven’t we already established that what you’re doing right now is also uncomfortable? The difference is that any discomfort you feel while trying the practices in this book is temporary and will lead to lasting solutions. The discomfort of the status quo has no clear end in sight.

Doing what’s needed to improve business is mission-critical because work has become one of the most significant influences on our lives. A full 60 percent of workers claim their job has a larger impact on their mental health than anything else in their life.5 Can you even imagine if we could begin to shift business for good? If work wasn’t soul-sucking and stressful but became a place where we found care, did fulfilling work, and were supported in becoming the highest version of ourselves? My deepest hope is to show you that this world is possible. We can start making this change. Together. The choice is yours. You can either maintain the status quo or help business become one of the most impactful vehicles we have to solve the societal issues of our time. I don’t know about you, but I’m sick to death of watching extraordinary women suffer. I’m done watching contemporary business dim the light of people I love—of constantly hearing about extraordinary, hardworking people barely surviving or seeing brilliant women doubt their greatness, their worth, and what they’re capable of. It’s time for change. Shall we?
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