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February of 2020 with over 400 responses. These results stem from
HR professionals in every industry vertical across the world, with
most respondents residing in North America.
Respondents represent a broad cross-section of employers
by number of employees, ranging from small businesses (<50
employees) to large enterprises (>20, 000 employees).

How many of your organization’s
leaders are women? Have you ever
worked for a female CEO? Have you
ever stopped to think about female
representation in leadership positions?
According to a study we conducted with
HR.com, the Women in Leadership
Survey 2020, women are not only
under-represented in the leadership
ranks but gender diversity in leadership
positions is not a priority for most
organizations.
At MHS, we take pride in the progress
we have made in providing equitable
opportunities and gender diversity
amongst leadership ranks. In 2020,
we are proud to say females comprise
of 48% of our leadership team, 60%
of our executive team, and we are led
by an incredible female CEO, Hazel
Wheldon.

We connected with Hazel and our Chief
Product Officer (CPO) Jenni Pitkanen,
as well as several other inspiring
women across various industries who
have made the climb up the corporate
ladder. Each of these women has taken
risks in environments that didn’t always
feel safe to do so. They looked at
barriers as new challenges to overcome
while building their resilience and
gumption along the way. These are their
stories, their advice and their chance to
empower each reader – no matter their
age, gender, or career path – to take
the risk, harness their internal power,
and aim for the top.

Disclaimer: An edited, condensed version of the interview has been published through HR.com. The following
article includes the interview in its entirety.

HR.com Women Leaders Article – Full Interview
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Take the quiz
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Q1:
IS THERE STILL A GLASS CEILING?
WHAT WAS YOUR “GLASS CEILING MOMENT”?
HAVE YOU ENCOUNTERED A BARRIER AS A RESULT OF STEREOTYPES OR LINGERING STIGMAS,
MAKING YOU WORK HARDER OR DIFFERENTLY THAN A MAN WOULD FOR THOSE POSITIONS?

Hazel Wheldon: I have been extremely fortunate in that I have never once
encountered a glass ceiling. I have had mentors and leaders that saw something
in me, that sometimes I didn’t see myself and encourage, support and provide
opportunities. I have had male colleagues underestimate me and try to derail my
career, to go to my leaders and attempt to sideline me. That only made me double
down on my efforts.
When faced with these challenges the most important thing to remember is that you
are better than this. Never ever stoop to the tactics of those who would try to sideline
you, always rise above them.

Jenni Pitkanen: As a whole, the glass ceiling unfortunately certainly still does exist.
I have been fortunate to work in an organization where one can succeed based on
merit and equitable opportunity.
I do think that overall, we still have a lot of work to break through many lingering
stigmas and inequities that still prevail. Some of this comes down to perceptions vs.
the reality of what a good leader looks and acts like.

4

5

Women of LeadHERship

Women of LeadHERship
struggle with both the reality and
perceptions around this topic. The
best method to overcome gender bias
almost always include building a “tribe”
to have the confidence and support to
keep leaning upward. I believe it will
serve us well to focus on the effort and
brains behind the work rather than the
gender of the individual.

Michele Olive: I am a firm believer
that proof lies in the data and the data
shows a glass ceiling is real, so the
question is not “does it happen” but
why does it happen? Is it due to women
choosing flexibility for family roles,
not negotiating for themselves well or
undervaluing themselves? I suspect
the answer may vary depending on
corporate culture and the ever-changing
societal norms.
In my work, I get to speak with many
successful working women and often
hear stories like my own. As a working
mother, I made a career-changing
decision-based on the need to care for
my youngest child when he needed
heart surgery. It was a temporary change
that I don’t regret, but it also changed my
career trajectory for a few years.
I don’t subscribe to the thought that
people who hold the same job title
should be paid the same. However,
I think the imbalance suggested in
data could mean that women are not
performing or producing the same quality
as men, which I also don’t believe.
Having spent most of my professional
career working in a ‘female-dominated’
field of mental health, I have had
minimal barriers based on gender.
My input on this topic comes from
hundreds of confidential conversations
with women (and men alike) who
6

Heather Haas: The glass ceiling still
exists. The data tells that story. Even
though women make up most of the
workforce in most countries, women
are still under-represented in leadership
ranks and earn less on average than
their male counterparts. That’s not my
opinion. Those are the facts.
I think there is also an “asbestos ceiling.”
Some women look up and do not like
what they see as they contemplate
advancing into a leadership role. When
they weigh their values and broader life
goals against the long hours and travel,
toxic work cultures, power dynamics
and politics, lack of flexibility, the need
to adopt stereotypically male behaviors
and to abandon their empathy and
compassion, they elect not to go for it.
I have been fortunate in my journey
to have had leaders above me and
alongside me who have opened doors
and invited me in. I hope to do the same
for other women who aspire to advance
in leadership. And, it’s not just because
gender parity is the right thing to do.

It is because what organizations need
most to attract and retain the brightest
next-generation talent is empathetic,
collaborative and vulnerable leadership.
Women naturally bring these strengths in
spades. Just look at what the countries
of Germany, Taiwan, New Zealand,
Iceland, Finland, Norway and Denmark
have in common regarding their lifesaving responses to Coronavirus:female
leaders. Removing barriers and making
it easier for more women to advance into
leadership roles is about results. The
world, the economy and humanity are
longing for more inclusive, caring and
collaborative leadership to improve our
collective wellbeing.

Claudia S. P. Fernandez: My career
has unfolded in two phases: I spent
nearly 20 years as a health professional
working at academic medical centers
and then I earned my doctorate in
Public Health Leadership. I’ve spent my
last 17 years since then at a University.
Both healthcare and public health are
female-dominated professions, so I’ve
“grown-up” professionally surrounded
by women. However, that has not been
who has shown up for my leadership
development programs. For the past
17 years, I have taught leadership to
physicians, academic leaders, and a
wide range of other health professionals
including public health. When I started,
these programs for high potential and
established leaders typically enrolled
cohorts made up of 75% men and 25%

women at best. It was an incredible
contrast to my career where nearly all
the teachers I’d had and at least half
of the leaders I’d worked with were
women. I realized how special my path
had been and what a privilege it was
that I’d experienced such a diversity
of leaders that “gender” was never an
obstacle, frustration or even something
we talked about in the office. But this
was not the case for those who had
been identified and sent to my nationalin-scope leadership programs. It took
a concerted effort on the parts of many
people to change the profile of who
was selected for inclusion in these
programs. Now, I see is a complete
flip! It is common for my healthcare
programs to enroll 75-85% women now
and for the academic-based programs
to be 40-50% women.

Mira Brancu: Yes, though there are
differences in industries (and of course
there is more of a concrete ceiling for
women of color). I’d like to reconsider
the term “glass ceiling.” The term often
refers to positions in a very specific
type of hierarchical structure and
organizational charts that are fairly rigid
in the types of positions available. So
if the organization has let’s say three
VP positions, then of course, if there
is a “broken rung” ladder situation (per
the recent McKinsey report), more men
than women end up reaching higher
levels faster and thus are more often in
line for those few higher-level positions

due to inequitable practices at lower
levels. That is the case in which the
glass ceiling applies.
However, I have also been fortunate
over the past 10+ years to work
within a more flexible organizational
structure (some might be shocked to
hear that since it’s within one of the
largest bureaucratic and hierarchical
systems in the US). However, as in
many situations, it often comes down
to leadership decisions. Leaders can
choose whether they hold on to a
rigid system or not. They can choose
to make changes that create more
opportunities for more people in more
creative ways that serve both their
employees and the organization.
I have been incredibly fortunate to
have such forward-thinking supportive
leadership (and as a result have also
tried my best to continue paying it
forward as I moved up into leadership
roles). I’ve been promoted several
times, and there is no one leadership
role I’ve had in the past 10 years that
existed in the org chart before then.
I have had amazing opportunities
to contribute my talents and be
appreciated for them as a result of such
openness by my supervisor and other
leaders to consider how to best use
the strengths of their employees rather
than how to squeeze employees into
positions regardless of fit.
But looking back at my full professional
life, this was not always the case.
I didn’t always have supervisors
like these, and a “servant”,
“transformational” or “situational”
leadership style isn’t present in all
organizations. Most of my life I was
a square peg, and rarely did I fit
into round holes (or even tried to
fit in). Organizations with very rigid
organizational rules and structures,
that also have leaders who only adhere
to those and don’t have an innovation
mindset, are most likely the ones
to create the greatest glass ceiling
problems, because guess who is going
to fit best into the existing “round hole”
positions? “Round pegged” people.
People who have always fit in traditional
ways – those who speak and look the
same. As an immigrant, a woman, and
even being Jewish, I certainly didn’t
always meet that criteria.

We all have these intersecting identities
we come with. Sometimes the barriers
were related to working differently from
a man, but sometimes that gender
identity didn’t come to play. Sometimes
it was the immigrant side and missing
very subtle communication and cultural
cues. There were times I worked just
as hard as I did in my current roles but
still screwed up or wasn’t accepted as
a result of these cultural differences I
was missing.
I am a women’s leadership
development consultant and very
passionate about supporting women as
leaders, but I also think it’s important
we don’t miss all the other parts of
their identity that may affect them in
one position and not another because
gender is only one piece of it.

Sheila Fain: The “glass ceiling”
still exists to varying degrees. My
experience has been different on this
topic than it likely has for others. I
started my career as a nurse and grew
up in a not-for-profit healthcare system.
It was common throughout my career
for women to advance to leadership
positions in that environment. There
was possibly a bit of a “glass ceiling”
outside of the nursing divisions but that
was not a barrier for me even when I
moved into roles outside of traditional
nursing practice.
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I left healthcare about 6 years ago
and joined LaMarsh Global. We
are an organization and leadership
development firm centered on coaching
and supporting executives and leaders
at all levels. We specialize in the design
and implementation of strategy and
tactics to improve, grow or survive in a
constantly changing world. I started as
Director of Consulting Services and in
late 2017 assumed ownership and the
role of CEO. I am happy to say that I
have not experienced a “glass ceiling”
here nor do the people on my team.
I do however experience and actively
advise upon those barriers through the
lens of the clients we work with and the
leaders that we coach. In fact, within
our coaching and consulting practice we
are actively involved in supporting our
clients and their leaders as they advance
their diversity and inclusion and talent
management practices and change
behaviors to combat this challenge.

Patricia C. Bender: I have not seen
a glass ceiling lately. I have a lot of
female friends who are in very high
positions. VP of IBM, President of
University, and many friends are on
several paid corporate boards.
The glass ceiling moment I had was
several years ago when I worked for
a publishing company. There were 7
managers and I was the only female
8

sales manager. I had finished the
previous year second in the country
and the marketing reps who reported
to me were #1, #2 and #3 in the
country. The National Sales Manager,
Vice President and President were
all fired at the end of the year. They
immediately brought in replacements. I
received a call from one on his second
day introducing himself and then said:“I
haven’t decided if you will remain in
management.” This new male manager
was rough and tough with zero
empathy. He never took the time to get
to know me. He had very low emotional
intelligence. After 10 months, he took
me out of management. For 10 months
he would ask me questions about my
team over phone meetings (I was in
DC and he was in Chicago). When I
provided him with an answer, he would
yell: “Don’t push back at me Pat.”
Our final Sales Management meeting
was in person with our colleagues, 6
male managers. As always, he directed
a question at me, I responded, and
was once again welcomed with: “Don’t
push back at me Pat.” At this time, I
stood up for myself and clarified that
I was answering a question that he
had asked. He exploded. The meeting
ended abruptly, I was invited to his
office and told I would no longer be a
manager. I guess that was my glass
ceiling. It was a blessing in disguise because I then started our company.
When I was in the fashion industry, I
was an assistant buyer and I trained
another assistant buyer. He was making
$10,000 more than I was. When I asked
why - they said - because he is a man
and he will have a family one day to
take care of. Yes - I worked harder. I
worked 60-70 hours a week with low
pay. I loved the fashion industry and
thought if I worked hard, I would make
more money.
Working for IBM was a different story.
I worked hard and was compensated
the same as a man. IBM’s philosophy
statement was “Quality, Service and
the Respect for the Individual.” I was
working in a man’s world, selling to
data processing managers and doing
extremely well without working any
harder than the men. We all worked hard
and they worked with me as a team.

Q2:
THERE IS A LOT OF WORK BEING DONE TO
ENCOURAGE AND HELP WOMEN SUPPORT ONE
ANOTHER. HAVE YOU BEEN MENTORED BY A FELLOW
FEMALE IN YOUR PERSONAL OR PROFESSIONAL
DEVELOPMENT?
HOW WERE THESE MENTORSHIPS ESTABLISHED AND FOSTERED?
WHAT ARE THE 3 MOST INSPIRING QUALITIES OR COMPETENCIES YOU SEE IN OTHER
FEMALE LEADERS?

HW: The worst boss I ever had was
female if you can believe it. From her, I
learned how not to lead! That was when
I lived in Singapore, she didn’t treat
male or female employees differently,
she belittled and berated everyone,
so in that way, I didn’t experience any
different treatment.
I am of the belief that all of us, male
or female, should seek out mentors
of any gender. The whole point of
mentorship is to find someone who
inspires, motivates, encourages and
supports you. They should be different
enough from you to provide a contrast
and an opportunity for growth, they
should recognize what is unique in you
and encourage you to grow and build
your style, not try to be them or anyone
else. If you try to be something you
are not you will only come across as
inauthentic and frankly, it is mentally
exhausting and difficult to maintain.
The most inspiring qualities I see in
leaders of any gender are authenticity,
humility and the ability to really listen.
JP: Supporting other women in their
journey towards their personal and
professional goals is so important. I

have been extremely fortunate to have
had a network of mentors in both my
professional and personal life. I have a
leader who has been a role model for
me as I’ve watched her take bold steps
to achieve great success and who has
recognized my strengths and helped
build up my weaknesses. I also had an
opportunity to work with a coach during
my transition to leadership positions
and she was instrumental to me on
that journey.

Meree Craig, who spends most of her
waking hours aiming to ‘support others’.
While the bulk of the population her
organization serves are male, she makes
intentional efforts to support females both
inside and outside of the Foundation.
Her actions show commitment to “doing
the right things” and the passion behind
her actions is palpable.

In my personal life, I have a group of
close friends who are all leaders in their
respective industries. Beyond the close
friendship that we share, we are like
a close peer-mentoring group to each
other. There is no one like a good friend
to give honest input, perspective and
encouragement!
The most inspiring qualities I see in
other female leaders, or any leaders for
that matter, are passion, humility and
empowerment.
MO: I am fortunate to have had a few
female leaders who provided their
guidance along the way. One of the
most influential of these leaders is the
CEO of the COMMIT Foundation, Anne
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Communication: This quality
includes listening and messaging in
ways that your audience can hear.
There are several EQ-i elements that
weave together to make this flexible
and interpersonal quality admirable,
especially when under pressure.
Leading by Example: This quality
shows up best when it requires standing
up for oneself and others because it’s
the right thing to do, especially when
it’s hard. It requires confidence and the
insight to have goals aligned with your
passions and purpose.
HH: I spent my early career as a teacher
and principal in public education. In the
school system where I worked, there
were several effective female leaders
that I admired. They each have a sense
of purpose and individual style, and they
made decisions based on what was best
for kids. They were not “leading like men”
or “leading like women” – they were just
leading. The two qualities I most admired
in them were authenticity and vulnerability.

While it’s her job as my CEO to mentor
me to some degree, we all know that
mentorship can come in various degrees.
What I have consistently observed
from Anne Meree is a commitment to
excellence in her advice and mentorship
to me. Sometimes this advice is to not sell
myself short when I’ve wanted to at times.
At other times, it looks like pressure to
make sure I’m growing personally and
professionally. I have presented my
professional development goals in the
past only to have her say “is that all?”,
“what else can you do?”, and “take some
time to spend with your family because
you’ve been working too hard.”
The 3 most inspiring qualities I see
in female leaders are connection,
communication, and leading by example.
Connection: Some climb to the top and
lose their relational skills in the shuffle.
Maybe it’s too hard for them to manage
boundaries, or maybe they believe it
will generate more respect to no longer
relate to those “below” them, or maybe
it’s a maladaptation for their stress
tolerance. I most respect a person who
can be their authentic selves throughout
their career progression.
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Authenticity is so powerful. It is to know
yourself and be yourself. Authentic
leaders appreciate their gifts and
acknowledge their shortcomings. This
self-awareness and self-acceptance
translate into bringing more of who they
are to what they do. It creates space for
other people to be themselves too.
Vulnerability is transformative.
Vulnerable leaders are not afraid to
share their feelings, admit mistakes
and ask for help. When leaders
appropriately display vulnerability,
they create psychological safety for
others. They create space for other
people to be imperfect and empathetic.
Counterintuitively, vulnerability does not
convey weakness; it fosters increased
approachability and increased
cooperation and commitment from
other people. It also frees up energy
that would have been spent keeping
one’s true emotions under wraps.
Leaders who consistently waste energy
pretending to have it all figured out
are far less effective than leaders who
acknowledge they need input and
support to solve tough problems.
CF: Mentoring is an important part
of anyone’s career development.
Mentors can show you the ropes,

open doors, make connections, and
explain the difference between doors
and walls. While I had a variety of
informal mentors early on in my career,
my most productive experience with
mentoring happened when I took a job
in an organization with a formal and
organized program.
When I accepted my current faculty
post 13 years ago, I was immediately
connected with two mentors in my
department (one male, one female) who
worked as a team. We met regularly
(at least twice a year), set achievable
goals, and had clear targets that
helped me measure my progress and
accomplishments. It was and continues
to be a strong and supportive working
relationship. My mentors helped me see
when the time was ripe for me to pursue
promotions and new opportunities and
encouraged me every step of the way.
By my second year in my current job
(over a decade ago now) a senior female
leader gently pushed me with “stretch”
assignments, helping me to challenge
the way I thought about how I did my job.
While she was in a very different area of
practice from my work, her tutelage helped
me to grow in unexpected ways. I took on
the stretch assignment and was suddenly
connected to professionals nation-wide.
My ability as an executive coach and a
teacher expanded greatly. I am so grateful
for the mentors who saw such potential in
me, and I try to pass that on to the young
women I am mentoring as well.
MB: I have been mentored by both
men and women. I’d like to first make
a very important distinction between
mentorship and supervision. I have
been supervised by women who were
not good mentors. I have also been
supervised by women who tried to

be good mentors but were not great
supervisors. Supervision requires a
certain kind of administrative skill and
we often expect that if someone is a
supervisor, they (a) must be good at
being a supervisor and (b) they must
also want and like to mentor others,
and specifically you as their employee.
But that isn’t always the case and
sometimes problems occur from making
those assumptions.
Mentors become mentors because they
feel called to it or experience a personal
benefit to helping others in that way,
even if they have no supervisory
relationship. And if they are providing
mentorship as a supervisor, it’s a
second hat they are putting on.
So, all that said, yes, I have received
great mentorship when mentorship was
offered, regardless of whether there was
a supervisory relationship. And I think
that’s because mentorship is a mutually
determined relationship, as compared
to supervision where there are specific
power dynamics and job performance
expectations already established that
might cause complications in that
relationship. In each case, the mentoring
relationship was often established as a
result of either (a) me reaching out and
asking for advice or feedback which
eventually led to the development of a
longer-term relationship, or (b) me being
first supervised in some way or having
another peer/colleague relationship
and then it developing into mentorship
also. I have never had a formal mentor
assigned to me. They have always
been informal and grow out of a mutual
relationship, respect, and support and
honest desire to help.
Three inspiring qualities or competencies
I have seen in other female leaders are:

1. The courage to speak truth to power.
This is extraordinarily hard when
women are often put in positions of
less power, so speaking up takes
incredible courage and personal and
emotional strength.
2. The ability to not be fazed when
insulted or demeaned and then to
speak back with feedback about its
inappropriateness. Women are more
often in situations where there are
invalidated, insulted, demeaned,
etc. and it can easily lead to learned
helplessness or anger. It takes such
strength to dismiss the content and
acknowledge the process and tone as
inappropriate.
3. Boundaries – Women are often asked,
or even just expected, to provide a lot
of emotional and invisible labor (such
as doing all the “household” work
at a company such as taking notes,
serving or cleaning up after a retreat,
remembering birthdays and holding
celebrations). When asked we just
agree to it (and sometimes we even
volunteer because no one else will do
it). While everyone must contribute, I do
admire when women are clear about
their boundaries (in a professional way
of course) around this.

“No one can make
you feel inferior without
your consent.”
- Eleanor Roosevelt, longest-serving
First Lady of the United States

SF: The formal coach/mentorship
experience I had was not with a female
and while it was valuable, it is not
what I would highlight here. Rather,
I found much more value from the
many women I have worked alongside
throughout my career. In addition to
men, I have had female bosses, peers
and employees. While some of those
experiences were better than others,
I learned valuable (sometimes hard)
lessons, was inspired and gained
competency from all of them. The sum
of those and other life experiences has
made me who I am today. And I value
every one of them.

When I think of what inspires me and
makes me want to work with other
female leaders, I think of someone that:
1. Is an observer of people and their
behaviors, seeks to understand their
motivations and is a lifelong learner.
2. Does not believe that most people set
out to make things difficult for others.
Someone that knows others operate
out of a different set of assumptions
and experiences or that they have
different information that has formed
their beliefs and behaviors.
3. Seeks ways to be more effective with
someone different than themselves,
instead of trying to force them to
change or tearing them down. They
work to understand their frame of
reference, what motivates their
decisions and finds ways to support
and learn from one another.
I look for someone that quietly
straightens someone else’s crown and
fosters a positive environment where
everyone can succeed.
PB: Yes - I was mentored by PJ
Mitchell, VP from IBM when I was a
rookie Sales Rep and she was a senior
Sales Rep at the time. They didn’t even
use the word mentor but she took me
under her wing. She would introduce
me to the DP Managers and made sure
he helped me. She guided me, gave
me information about the person and
the account. I ended up being Rookie
of the Year. She was very intelligent
and had high emotional intelligence.
She progressed and became the VP of
IBM. She is still my mentor today and
helped to develop our business strategy
for my company I own today. She has
introduced me to several successful
women who have become my close
friends. She is a very dear friend and
has always been my unofficial mentor.
This mentorship was fostered and
established by trust and respect. She
is powerful, successful, and makes any
organization, board or event thrive. She
knows how to strategize, implement
and win.
The most inspiring qualities I look for in
a leader are empathy, trust, confidence,
and a creative problem solver.
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HOW CAN WOMEN LEVERAGE ASSERTIVENESS
WHEN BATTLING CLICHÉS AROUND BEING BOSSY?
HAVE YOU EVER HAD TO JUSTIFY YOUR DIRECTNESS?
DO PEOPLE ASSUME YOU WILL BE MORE LENIENT, KIND, AND PASSIVE RATHER
THAN A FIERCE, ASSERTIVE LEADER? DO YOU BELIEVE WE HAVE OVERCOME THIS
STEREOTYPE ALREADY?

HW: Again, people need to be
themselves. Assertiveness does not
mean being aggressive, being direct
does not mean lacking in empathy. If
decisions and interactions are governed
by facts, willingness to listen and the
ability to act, then you may not make
everyone happy, but you can be
confident that you have been as fair as
you can.
One of my favourite quotes comes
from Sheelagh Whittaker, back when
she was chief executive officer of EDS
Canada Inc. She said, “I am often
decisive, I am seldom certain”. This is
a quote that I live by. To me, it means
you must make decisions, sometimes
without all the information, but you need
to always question those choices and
be open to new facts and information
and be prepared to revisit those
decisions. With this approach, it shows
you are open to change and to altering
course. I truly believe that this helps
mitigate the ‘bossy’ perception.
No one wants a fierce or aggressive
leader. I think that leadership stereotype
has outlived its time. It was certainly
12

true in the past, but I believe now that
leadership style is not only outdated,
it is also been demonstrated as
ineffective. This doesn’t mean you can’t
be decisive, firm and fair. Kindness is
not incompatible with assertiveness. I
detest the word passive; it has no place
in any leadership style.
JP: My style is not outwardly fierce, so
for me, fierceness is about unwavering
internal strength and resilience through
challenges big and small even when
things feel like a tough go. It is about
the ability to make tough decisions and
have candid conversations. Given the
stereotypes and expectations around
what kind of leaders women are, I do
believe that it is important for women
to be very conscious of this bias as we
have a ways to go before an assertive
communication from a woman is regarded
the same way as it is from a man.
MO: All professionals walk a fine line
around assertiveness and levels of
emotional expression. If you are too
direct, you are bossy. If you are not, you
are viewed as passive or meek. If you
don’t show emotion or the wrong kind of
emotion you are cold or rude, but if you
show more than the receiver likes or

is comfortable with you are viewed as
overly sensitive and reactive.
I likely have people expect me to be
more passive than I present. Perhaps
they see the LCSW and assume I’m a
‘typical social worker.’ I rely heavily on
my ability to read others before leaning
into a communication style. I will use
a direct style for those I perceive to be
receptive to that type of communication.
I’ve been told more than once my direct
nature was a surprise but has (usually)
worked out for the best.

I don’t know if stereotypes fully go away.
Whether it’s the information we learned
from our peers or beliefs we subscribe to
based on our own experiences, it’s hard
to fully squash stereotypes. I believe it’s
my job (and all women) to continuously
prove it wrong. An intelligent leader
will be able to make their assessments
of a person’s value and character.
Our culture and norms have many
stereotypes, so it can be hard to fight
them all. I recommend you don’t waste
your mental energy trying. Know what
you believe, know what you value,
and balance observed cues with your
message delivery. This will allow you to
do great work with authentic drive and
be open to growing along the way.

“I raise my voice –
not so I can shout,
but so that those
without a voice can be
heard… We cannot
succeed when half of
us are held back.”
- Malala Yousufzai

HH: I have had experiences where
my passion and conviction were met
with dismissive, patronizing comments
from men like “Don’t get so upset,” or
“You seem stressed out.” In each case,
my assertiveness about my beliefs
was warranted and appropriate. Their
comments were out of line, revealing
insecurity.
The key, when faced with those kinds
of situations, is to learn from them
and leverage those learnings to grow
stronger. I learned that emotional
intelligence, asking questions and
leveraging data are the keys to
engaging others effectively and
expanding my influence.
1. Emotional intelligence. The reality is
that smarts and hard work are merely
table stakes for effective leadership.
Emotional intelligence skills like
empathy, interpersonal relationships,
assertiveness, emotional expression,
and stress tolerance (just to name

a few) are absolute game-changers
for building trust and shared
purpose with others and neutralizing
stereotypes.
2. Questions. Curiosity about how
things work and what makes others
tick differentiate the most effective
leaders from the rest. Questions
asked with a genuine intent to
understand others’ needs, goals,
hopes and fears unlock common
ground and expand capacity for
influence.
3. Data. Accurate facts and figures lay
the groundwork for creative problems
solving and collaboration. Leaders
do not need to “boss people around”
when they can, instead, challenge
people’s thinking with relevant data
and invite people to the table to
overcome shared obstacles.
CF: I am a naturally assertive person
- a “thinking type” is a descriptor that
fits well. I have no hesitation to speak
up for myself or for others, a tendency
that has created some challenges since
I was a child. It came as a surprise to
me early in my career that being direct
could be anything other than desirable.
Being direct worked well in health care,
an often fast-paced, high-pressure
environment that requires efficiency.
However, my greatest learning
about assertiveness came when I
started to study how people influence
others. Telling is very different from
convincing. I learned that if I wanted
to change someone else’s behavior,
whether that was around their health
practices (such as diet or exercise) or
if I wanted to impact more workplace
type of behaviors, such as their
communication, their productivity, or
even influence what they believe or
what motivates them, assertiveness
was usually a path of frustration on
everybody’s part. My natural proclivity
for being assertive, for speaking up,
for defending the rights of others, the
truth of science, the body of knowledge
accumulated in an area... still didn’t
always get people to change. They
might agree but they would just do the
same old thing that continued to plague
them (and sometimes the organization)
with problems.
I learned that influence was about
listening, asking the right kinds of

questions, and allowing people the
space to come to their own decisions,
which amazingly were very similar to
my goals for them once they didn’t feel
like they were fighting me. I have found
great leverage in nurturing both my
“feeling” side as well as my “thinking”
side and I now see that there are many
ways to be “assertive”.
MB: As someone who grew up in New
York, directness was valued. When
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of fear. So, my goal in those situations
is to gain the trust and credibility of my
staff, as any leader should. Other times,
when people just assumed about my
personality that was not based at all
on knowing me, I called them out on it:
“Why would you think that? What led
you to believe this was the case? Is
there something I did that caused you
to feel intimidated?”

I moved further and further south, I
learned that level of directness was
not always appreciated, and I had to
work on toning it down. Part of me
feels a loss for not being able to be that
direct; on the other hand, I have also
learned as I have moved into higher
leadership roles that there is a time and
a place for certain kinds of directness.
Sometimes being tactful and diplomatic
can go a long way to helping people
feel heard and validated, and that there
are ways to be both direct and also
thoughtful in how I approach managing
one conflict or problem vs another. It’s
more important to have a toolbox full of
different tools than one large hammer
for every job.
However, I have also experienced times
when I was called “intimidating” even
though I am quite warm, engaging,
and supportive. Or called “ambitious”
as a euphemism for caring about my
career enough to try and do my best
instead of just average, understated
work. These terms, like bossy, are often
labels placed by people who may be
uncomfortable with confident women
who know their strengths and want to
do their best, or who don’t always “put
their nose down and do their work” but
instead take career risks.
I have handled each case differently.
For some, the comments came when
I was being promoted into a much
higher-level position as a very junior
person. I assumed that people were
scared I wasn’t ready and was pushing
my career faster than I should or
that I should respect the slow career
progression via long-term experience
gathering that many others had
gone through. I understand these
perspectives, they make sense. And
most of the time, it does come more out
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So, at this stage in my career, people
assume I will be fierce more than they
assume I’ll be lenient. And often they
are pleasantly surprised on either side
of that coin! However, I too still struggle
and fall into the trap of being much more
lenient and passive than I want to be
because it’s what’s expected. I practice
every day on finding and voicing my
boundaries – it’s a work in progress.
However, I never think anyone can be
too kind. Kindness is something I think
every leader should practice.

“The job of a leader
is that when there is
stress, the leader has to
maintain all the poise.”
- Chanda Kochhar, MD, CEO, ICICI Bank

SF: Now this is an interesting question.
Many people would consider the terms
used to be inflammatory - bossy, direct,
fierce, assertive, particularly when used
to describe a woman.
Let’s break this down a bit.
Bossy is generally a derogatory term
and I don’t believe a “bossy” approach
is warranted outside of an emergency
where lives could be at stake or
where time simply doesn’t allow for
anything but a directive approach,
where someone is told exactly what to
do, when and how. All you are going
for is compliance and this should be
used judiciously. When we can justify a
“bossy” approach it’s perfectly fine. My
advice to women is the same as men,
use it when you must but don’t overuse
it. It will not serve you well outside of
very specific circumstances. The cliché
then takes care of itself.

I am by my nature an introvert, I
am analytical and value facts, data
and logic over emotion as a driver
of decisions. All of this has evolved
throughout my career to be even more
prominent today. So yes, I am assertive
and direct but because I am a woman
people are often surprised by that, and
usually pleasantly.
I don’t justify it as much as I prepare
people for it. And it doesn’t give me a
license to treat anyone in a demeaning
or unpleasant manner. I owe the people
I interact with careful consideration of
what they know and believe against
my own beliefs, experiences and any
other data we can pull together that
culminates in an honest assessment
and recommendations. If I hold back and
soft-peddle or tell them what they want
to hear, I am not doing my very best to
help that other person be successful.
That’s how I define direct and assertive
and I choose to keep doing it.
PB: My father raised me to be
independent and to be myself. I have
never gone into a male-dominated
world with an attitude that I am
beneath or less than. I wasn’t raised
that way. Working as a Marketing
Rep and Manager at IBM - I was in a
predominately man’s world.
My mother was always a nice person. I
was and am assertive and aggressive in
a nice way. My values drove & drive me.
I want to get a return on my investment.
As far as the stereotype and clichés
around being bossy versus assertive,
I never bought into it. I like working
with men. They respect me for what
I bring to the table, my passion and
how I can help them, their teams and
organization.
I never bought into having to be
someone I am not. I always follow my
father’s advice to “be yourself” and
that is who I am: direct, assertive,
bottom line, results-oriented, and I get
things done through people. I have the
emotional intelligence of being aware
of my emotions and the emotions of
others. I can manage them and then
use it to get things done. I think the
stereotype of “bossy” happens when
people expect it to happen.

Q4:
WHAT WOULD THE TITLE OF YOUR PROFESSIONAL
AUTOBIOGRAPHY BE?

HW: That is a very good question, I
am not good with quippy one-liners
which is typically what a title is. I
grew up on a farm, and one of the
sayings about farmers is that they are
‘jack of all trades, masters of none’,
meaning that they know enough about
everything to get by and do basic tasks
but are highly skilled at none of those
things. They need to be a little bit of a
weatherman, a little bit of a mechanic,
a little mathematician, and a little bit of
a veterinarian. Most of all as a farmer
you need to be agile, willing to pivot
and adapt to whatever mother nature
throws at you.
I have also travelled extensively and
lived and worked in several very distinct
countries. I think this background has
been pivotal in forming my personality
and my approach to life and work. So,
I would try to draw on those things in
creating a title.
Open to suggestions!

is something I’ve been told to write a
book about more than once. Our stories
make us who we are regardless of how
colorful the journey. Grit and Grace
are the two things that have gotten me
through it all. Maintaining passion and
perseverance in the hard chapters of
life is where the real progress happens,
and character develops.

SF: She Brought Her Best and Helped
Me Do the Same.

I love the comparison to making a pearl.
When an irritant or barrier enters your
life, you make a precious gem out of it.

I would be so proud if this were what
people thought of me. I love to help
people fulfill their potential whatever
that is. There is so much talent around
me every day just looking for the
right environment to land in. With this
comes providing the right opportunities,
allowing people to take risks and giving
feedback that must be honest and
direct and is not always what the other
person needs to hear. That’s a two-way
street, as leaders we need feedback as
well so we can continue to try to bring
our best every day.

HH: Graceful Leadership.

PB: You’re born to do this!

Equally having grace for yourself and
others in the process is the key to
maintaining your sanity and self-regard.

My life has been an infinite loop of
grace received and grace given. Grace
is restorative and transformative. It is
the salve that heals our hearts and fuels
our resolve and optimism for the future.

JP: My Journey to Ikigai

CF: Real Life Leadership: lessons
along the path of a semi-balanced life

MO: “Grit and Grace”
My personal (and professional) story

MB: How I Learned to Finally Fit in
While Still Standing Out

“Some leaders are
born women.”
- Geraldine Ferraro
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Q5:

Women of LeadHERship

IF YOU COULD GO BACK TO THE BEGINNING OF
YOUR CAREER, OR EVEN JUST 5 YEARS AGO, WHAT
CAREER OR EVEN PERSONAL ADVICE WOULD YOU
GIVE YOURSELF?

HW: The advice I would give myself is to
continue to stay true to who I am even if
others try to convince me to be someone
else. The only times I have struggled in
my career is when I have wavered from
my core beliefs because I have let
others convince me I was wrong.
JP: Get out of your way. There are
enough external obstacles around all
of us and adding internal obstacles
to the mix doesn’t help us reach our
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personal or professional goals. The
path ahead is often clearer than we let
ourselves believe.
MO: I would tell myself to open my
aperture. At one point in my career,
I was doing exactly what I thought
I ‘should’ be doing based on my
perceived expectations. I invested time
in getting degrees and a license to work
within mental health. I gained a position
working within a coveted population
where I had income security, minimal
administrative requirements and an
amazing team within my department. It
was reading the book “Designing Your
Life”, by Bill Burnett and Dave Evans,
that finally challenged my perspective.
I had many boxes checked, but I also
had areas that were not a ‘good fit’ for
me. I’m not sure who was the most
surprised when I resigned from my safe
government role to work for a nonprofit and expand my LLC. Before this
move, I was blind to the need of having
autonomy of my schedule and the guilt
from missing important events for my
family. We all have different needs, but
we can often be blind to the ones not
being fulfilled because we think it is part
of the package.

you’re out exercising, shopping or
having dinner. A career that inspires you
with innovating ideas out of blue. It’s
important to have a career that serves
others, and not just yourself or your
ego. Egos are insatiable creatures and
over-feeding them leads to undesirable
outcomes. Build others at every
opportunity. Knowing that your work
benefited someone or something other
than yourself is a true path to fulfillment.
The best kind of career has no “arrival”
point, no “destination”, no “finish
line”. The best kind of career is like
an upward spiral with always more to
learn, more to give, more to create,
more to share, more to impact. Your
career should expand your mind and
your heart, as well as help, support
you and your family. After all, the time
you devote to your career takes you
away from the other equally important
aspects of your life, so make that time
that you invest in your career something
that you don’t regret.

I am now able to scratch all my itches
(needs) and avoid the areas that drain
energy from me. I wish I was open to
this concept earlier.
HH: Focus more on who you want
to BE and less on what you want to
DO or accomplish. One’s values are
everything. They are the source of
conviction and clarity in action and
experiencing peace in life.
CF: Do something that you love.
Do something that makes the world
a better place. Do something that
requires you to constantly grow. Do
something that connects you to others
in meaningful ways. And do something
that pays the bills.
While most of us have to be practical
when it comes to working life because
there are bills to pay and life comes
with real costs, it is no kind of life to
work solely for a paycheque at a job or
profession that you don’t enjoy.
Choose something that thrills your heart.
While I don’t recommend routinely
working on weekends, it’s wonderful
to be in a field that is so engaging that
you find it crosses your mind when

MB:
1. You don’t know everything. But you
also don’t know nothing.
2. Lean heavily on mentors. They are the
key to helping you figure out where
you are going right and where you are
going wrong, which is hard to assess
on your own early in your career.
3. Never make assumptions.
4. Stop selling yourself short.
5. Practice more patience and selfcompassion.
SF: I wouldn’t change anything about
the beginning of my career. Healthcare

is in my bones and I will always have a
deep respect and love for the field and
the dedication of the people that work in
it. It will forever hold a special place in
my heart.
If anything, I would be even more open
to new opportunities. The opportunity
to change careers and move outside of
healthcare presented itself to me first
in late 2012. I listened, considered and
was too comfortable to explore further.
Luckily that door was still open a year
later and I walked through it in early
2014. It was the best decision and
has exposed me to a whole world of
new experiences, unfamiliar industries
and great challenges. I value the
opportunities and look forward to
working with many more talented
women and men to do what I can to use
my skills to demonstrate that we can
operate on a level playing field.
PB: Ok - so you have a major significant
event happen in your life. You lost your
husband Bob unexpectedly and it’s the
worst thing that will ever happen to you.
You’ve gotten through 6 years so far
and you are creating a new life. Keep
moving forward. You know what it feels
like to have a major loss of someone
who was your best friend, husband, and
business partner. You have a choice.
You can stay sad and grieve or you can
learn to deal, cope and then thrive. It’s
your choice. Work every day on being
happy. Keep your attitude positive. Say
your gratitude. Be grateful for what you
had and have.
Never give up. Keep learning, keep
growing, become an expert in your field,
keep stretching, keep tap dancing and
getting better. Be kind, compassionate,
loving, and there to help others. Take
care of yourself, walk, pray, eat healthily
and keep your mind healthy. Continue
to follow your passion and listen to Bob
and God. They will lead you and guide
you. You love what you do, you were
born to do this. You help people change
their lives, so don’t let setbacks, doubts,
fear, worry or change get in the way.
Keep moving forward. Keep believing
in yourself. Work hard and smart and
keep loving what you do. And most of
all, have fun every day and with what
you are doing. You were born to do this.
This is the job God has given you to do!
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The Way Forward

Q6:

Women of LeadHERship

Each of these women has been supported by colleagues, friends, and family, but most
importantly, they have supported themselves. It is vital that we celebrate the triumphs of
female leaders but also to work towards a future where:

WHAT’S ONE WORD TO DESCRIBE YOUR
LEADERSHIP STYLE?

“There will be no female leaders.
There will just be leaders.”
- Sheryl Sandberg, COO of Facebook

HW: Authentic. I am who I am, you get
what you get.
JP: Open
MO: Semper Gumby - ok that’s 2
words, but I mean flexibility.
The Michele that is the CEO of our
household is different than the Michele
that shows up every day for the
COMMIT Foundation and Nautilus
Leadership. And both are different from
the Michele you could meet socially.
While I don’t provide ‘leadership’ in
social settings, we are always building
networks to support one another so
I feel that Michele is important too.
Honoring all parts of ourselves is being
authentic, which is a big personal value
of mine. We are all better at our various
roles when we honor the fact that we
have different needs in different areas
of our lives. These roles inform one
another, making a wonderful human
kaleidoscope.
Adapting your leadership style to yield
the best results is paramount. Relying
on one style alone is like being a one18

trick-pony. It’s the interplay of many
elements of emotional intelligence that
are required to pull this off effectively.
I find myself visually thinking through
which elements will serve best for a
‘recipe’ to respond to situations.
HH: Caring. I truly care about helping
others reach their potential.
CF: Energetic
But one word is never enough.
Impassioned. Empathetic. Direct.
Supportive. Impactful. Innovative.
Equitable.
Leaders should not be limited by one
style because the challenges we
navigate require us to bring our whole
selves to the table.
MB: Situational (but leaning heavily on
servant and transformational)
SF: Another great question that put
in mind an exercise we do with the
teams we work with. We pose a
series of questions and challenge the
participants not to respond as what they
strive to be, what they wish they were,
etc. rather take stock and respond as

who you are in your day to day life in
the work environment.
The word would be Responsive. This
might not be the first thing most leaders
would choose, and it could be seen as
wishy-washy or wavering. That couldn’t
be further from the truth. I describe
responsive leadership in the following
ways:
1. Actively prioritize and re-prioritize
2. Reserve time in my schedule to make
myself available
3. Set clear expectations and
achievable goals
4. Meet obligations
5. Accept that change and adapt is what
leaders must do and help their teams
do. Change is constant today
6. Seek out new information, analyze
and adjust direction as needed
7. Listen and learn
PB: Persistence
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