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WHAT IS IT COSTING
high-achieving
71 women to get to and
stay on the top? We hear of women
walking away from high-powered
positions to go home to their families.
Consider Karen Hughes, counselor to
George W. Bush. In the midst of a cam-
paign, she left the White House and
moved back to her family in Texas.

What is over-extension costing us?
Often the answer is our health, peace
of mind, and even the privilege of
contributing to our children’s lives.

I'm stunned at the low level of self-
care, the extreme self-doubt, guilt, and
lack of self-confidence that plagues
many successful women leaders. In
my coaching, I meet women who are
out of balance and overwhelmed due
to demanding work and home sched-
ules. They race from project to project,
deadline to deadline, never arriving at
a place where they can breathe a sigh
of completion. Their e-mail inbox
multiplies by the second, while a
steady stream of voicemail collects on
their office and cell phone lines.

All of this activity means that their
minds are on overload. Even in spare
moments, they can’t rest. Anxiety and
fear become constant companions.

And the collateral damage is not
just to themselves. Last year, we facili-
tated a workshop for 24 women exec-
utives at a major corporation. One
woman, Kate, shared her story. She is
a mid-thirties, senior manager, mar-
ried with a two-year-old daughter.
Kate goes to work at 6:30 a.m. and
returns home at 8 p.m. She rarely sees
her daughter. She told us tearfully
that at night, she sits by her daugh-
ter’s bed and holds her hand. This
story broke my heart. Is this the prize
for our dedication to leadership? Must
we give up one to have the other?

I don’t believe it’s an either-or choice.
I know that many women, like Kate,
believe they must put in long hours,
“face time,” to maintain credibility and
to be viewed as strong team players.

How can women stem this tide?
How can we reclaim what is most
important to us?

Leadership Excellence

Unraveling Overwhelm

Here’s help for harried women leaders.

Take Four Tips

Here are four tips:

1. Do not pack your bags and join
the national guilt trip. Carol Evans,
CEO of Working Mother magazine says,
“The National Guilt Trip is what hap-
pens when you take 24 million work-
ing mothers and put them into offices
and communities that cling to the con-
cept that men should work and moms
should stay home.” This cultural con-
tradiction plagues us. We want to
work; in some cases we need to work;
and many of us love to work. And we
love our families. We women become
paralyzed by this contradiction.

Abandon the guilt trip. Focus on
what you do at home and work that
seems to be working, instead of focus-
ing on what you do that doesn’t seem
to be working so well. Remind your-
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self that you are a good mom, leader,
friend, sister, mentor, and ally.

2. Learn to be “selfish.” Now, the last
thing most women would want to be
called is selfish. In fact, we often say yes
when we mean no, and do things we
resent, to avoid appearing selfish.
Being everywhere at once, ready to
answer needs, defend our brood, or
soothe conflicts at a moment’s notice is
the gift of the feminine—the fierce and
powerful mother archetype—and we
are masters at it. Yet just because we're
good at it, doesn’t mean we should do
it until we drop! It may be time to con-
sider how to give to ourselves. Caring
for yourself is not selfish. It's critical.
You must get serious about self-care if
you intend to expand your best offer-
ing to the world. You can’t think clear-
ly, make solid decisions, or stay in
touch with the power of your convic-
tions if you're worn out and exhausted.

3. Quiet your mind. The more |
work with leaders, the more I see the

power and choice over your thoughts
and emotions. You won’t become a
real leader by digging through the flot-
sam and jetsam of your mind. You
can’t think your way to authenticity
and creativity. Mastering your mind
means that you choose what you place
your attention on. It means deciding
when and where your attention goes,
in spite of the demanding and arbi-
trary commands of your mind.
Meditation helps you to regain choice
about which thoughts you follow, and
makes you aware of how often your
thoughts cause tension in the body
and limit free flow of the breath. The
mind is a great ally when used with
focus, but many of us let it go wherev-
er it will. To access your intuition, the
voice of your truest self, you must
develop practices to quiet the mind.

4. Set clear boundaries. Boundaries
are made by your choices about what
works for you and what won’t work.
Clarifying boundaries begins by know-
ing yourself and then communicating
to others what is and isn't acceptable to
you, given your needs and values. The
early challenge consists in identifying
what isn’t working for you in your life.
Otherwise, how will you know what
you want and don’t want? Pay atten-
tion to your feelings. When you're
angry, upset, or frustrated, something is
not working for you. A line has been
crossed. A need has been ignored. The
next time you get angry, identify what
set you off. Was it something someone
said to you or about you? Was it an
unmet need or expectation, a broken
promise? Record your findings. It may
help to ask, “What do [ want most
now?” Then ask for it. You may need a
more flexible work schedule while
your children are young and have
many activities during the day. You
may need to work with the school sys-
tem to create a new schedule. You may
need to ask for more help at home with
cooking and cleaning. You may need
time alone, to rest, rejuvenate, read,
and reflect. Ask for it. Set clear bound-
aries and be powerful in demanding
that your boundaries be honored.

Unraveling overwhelm must
become a daily practice for women
leaders. When we are calm, clear and
grounded, we are much better posi-
tioned to make the kind of choices and
take the kind of actions that will make
a difference for us all. LE
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ACTION: Reclaim what is important to you.
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