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By trial and error I was able to get better. After a while, no
one was reading papers anymore at the back of the room.

Being center stage does not come naturally to most of us, even
men. They may want you to believe that it does . . . but it doesn’t.

FOCUS ON OTHERS

TAKE CENTER
STAGE

BE A HOPELESS
NARCISSIST

Where are you on the scale?

We’re not trying to turn you into a hopeless narcissist. But we
do hope that the advice in this chapter helps you move a few steps
closer to taking center stage. Small adjustments are all it takes to
start the momentum. The idea is to play to your strengths and take
simple steps that will help you succeed in the long run.
In order to take center stage, what New Rules do you need to
create for yourself?
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BREAK YOUR OWN RULES
decision making, and execution around business problems.
I am good at leading large teams. I am good at making complex
things simple, and that is what I am doing here. I deserve
to be here.
You know, when guys lose their confidence they just
bravado right through it. They puff their chest out and
fake it ’til they make it. They do a much better job at this
than we women do. But I’m an example of a woman who is
learning how.

Cathy Bessant learned from a negative experience that she must
appear confident, capable, and focused in order to be an effective
leader. You may not be in a position where the stakes are as high as
they were for Cathy, but you can learn from her experience. Fake it
’til you make it!

SEEK APPROVAL

PROCEED UNTIL
APPREHENDED

ACT
AGGRESSIVELY

Where are you on the scale?

Being assertive and having enough poise to stand up and lead
with confidence require courage. The women we work with every
day struggle to find the right balance between being too deferential
and too aggressive. It takes a while to figure it out for yourself,
but one of the most important takeaways we have for women is to
exhibit confidence and take initiative without becoming aggressive
in terms of style.
Now, we have given you some guidance about stepping out
and being assertive. What are some New Rules you can create for
yourself to make this happen?
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I Don’t Know How to Act Powerful
Modesty and humility are nice character traits—especially for priests
and Sunday school teachers. In an office setting, they can be taken
a little too far, particularly if you are trying to present yourself
effectively to colleagues and send a signal that you’re someone who
can handle a senior-level job.
Self-deprecation, wishy-washy inflection, lack of eye contact,
and deflecting compliments are all high on the list of power robbers,
according to executive coach Marjorie Brody.15
We’ve seen plenty of the power robbers in action. Our client
Tina, for example, was a primary offender. She was a serial apologizer,
and the acquiescence was never-ending. Finally we had to break the
news to Tina that all of her I’m sorrys were not helping her career.
Luckily, Tina is a quick study; she changed her tone, which did
wonders for her reputation. But not all bad habits are so easy to break.

Are You Allowing Any of These Habits to Rob You of Personal
Power?
Do you . . .
 Talk about what you are not good at
 Use qualifying words (‘‘sort of,’’ ‘‘kind of,’’ ‘‘a little,’’ ‘‘I hope
I will’’)
 Preface statements using qualifiers and preambles (‘‘I am not
sure, but . . . ,’’ ‘‘I’m not the expert, but . . .’’]
 Overexplain or overapologize
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 Deflect compliments
 Take a long time to get to the point
 Ask permission
 State your comment as a question (‘‘Don’t you think . . . ?’’)
 Speak too softly
 Speak too fast
 Have poor eye contact
 Have poor posture
 Over- or undergesture, repeatedly use or overuse a single gesture
 Put your hands in your pockets
 Shift your weight to one leg
 Cross your arms across your chest
 Touch your face
 Fiddle with your hair
Source: Adapted from the work of Deborah Tannen as well as Flynn Heath Holt.

Your Turn . . .
Once again, take a moment to answer a few questions that may help
you assess your readiness to break some of your own rules.
Think of a situation where you were powerful. What did you say and
do? What happened?
In which situations do you feel most personally powerful? Why?
When do you feel your power being drained? Why does this happen?
What is the story you tell yourself about not being personally
powerful?
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Most important, Meredith worked on her language. Her natural tendency was to be informal and spontaneous; however, she
realized that these male partners needed more structure and decisiveness from a person in her position. She no longer said, ‘‘Hey guys,
let’s try to get a consensus.’’ She no longer prefaced her statements
by saying, ‘‘I’m not sure, but a thought I just had is . . .’’
After committing to hours of practice and focus, Meredith
learned how to project personal power and was taken seriously by
her colleagues. Her new and powerful modus operandi gave her a
great deal of confidence and was one of the things that helped her
succeed in her very big job.

BE MODEST

PROJECT PERSONAL
POWER

BE
ARROGANT

Where are you on the scale?

Like Meredith, you can learn what type of impact you are
making on others and make changes to enhance your personal
power. We’ve told you the New Rules we think are important in
order for you to do this. What New Rules do you need to create for
yourself?
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WORK HARDER

BE POLITICALLY SAVVY

BE A
RUTHLESS
POLITICIAN

Where are you on the scale?

Political savvy is not a skill that comes naturally to many of
us. The good news is that changing your thinking about politics
and realizing that it is an important part of your existing job make
it easier to commit to some small adjustments that can have a big
impact on your career opportunities.
Career coach Kathryn Mayer put it nicely: ‘‘You can be yourself,
maintain integrity, and leverage your relationship skills to garner
support and recognition of your ideas and advance your career.
That’s what Political Savvy is all about.’’14
What New Rules do you need to create for yourself in order to be
politically savvy?
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A great method for changing your perspective on failure is
to think like an entrepreneur. Because most start-ups sink, the
vast majority of serious entrepreneurs fail multiple times before
they succeed. Every failure—if handled appropriately—is viewed
as another step closer to success. In fact, venture capitalists rarely
hire a CEO who hasn’t crashed and burned at least once. A taste of
failure is considered valuable experience!
The truth is that nearly every wildly successful CEO or business
builder has failed sometime in his or her past. Bill Gates launched a
business failure prior to Microsoft. Oprah Winfrey was fired from
an early television job before shooting to stardom and success. Steve
Jobs and Apple introduced a PDA you’ve never heard of, called the
Newton. It was a colossal failure. Colonel Sanders failed mightily
before succeeding with Kentucky Fried Chicken.
The important feature of failure is the ability to learn from
your mistakes and to pick yourself up to start again. In many cases,
do-overs are fine, because past experience makes you smarter. Great
managers instill this value in their people.

PLAY IT SAFE

PLAY TO WIN

PLAY
RUTHLESSLY

Where are you on the scale?

Success is about taking calculated risks. Some organizations
have a much higher tolerance for risk-taking than others do. And
like organizations, some of us are born rainmakers in the purest sense,
whereas others persuade and manage change by deftly cultivating
close relationships. Regardless, it’s important to know where you are
on the scale and be ready to move farther over to the right side when
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personal front. They not only offer moral, emotional, and financial
support but also pick up the slack when necessary.
Finally, reach out and support the women around you. It goes
without saying that you’ll support your family. But it is also your
responsibility to reciprocate at work by supporting and mentoring
other women who are making their way up in your organization.
Although there has been some press and even some research that
supports the notion that women don’t advocate for each other, our
experience tells us that great things happen when women step up to
support other women.

IT’S ALL OR
NOTHING

IT’S BOTH-AND

IT’S ALL
MY WAY

Where are you on the scale?

Are you an all-or-nothing thinker, or can you keep things in
perspective? We’re asking you to look for solutions that are not
always obvious or perfect. We women (more often than men) have
to make tough choices that result in feelings of guilt—whether
relating to family or to work or both. We need to stand up, stand
together, and own our choices. We know as well as you that guilt
comes with the territory.
Gail Evans told us, ‘‘I had a really smart question from a
woman whom I was coaching recently. She said to me, ‘When
are we women going to stop whining about our lack of work-life
balance and start fighting for a seat at the table where we will have
the power to address these issues?’ That’s an important way of saying
it. We spend a lot of time fixated on balance that does not exist and
feeling guilty about the time we spend working. Somehow, we’re
still waiting for permission to succeed.’’
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