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Let’s reclaim ambition as a virtue:
am•BITCH•ous: (def.) a woman who:
1. makes more money
2. has more power
3. gets the recognition she deserves
4. has the determination to go after her dreams and can do it with integrity
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Author’s Note
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A number of women shared with me their personal stories and thoughts about ambition, which are incorporated in this book. Some stories represent composites of many women. In order to disguise the individuals involved, certain names and some of the identifying characteristics of women depicted have been significantly changed to such an extensive degree that any resemblance to any person, living or dead, is purely coincidental. For those who are not composites, the woman is identified by first and last name. The ideas, techniques, and advice in this book are not intended as a substitute for consultation with a qualified professional.
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Wouldn’t It Be Great?
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SHe’s a staple of movies, novels, and TV: the hard-charging female executive in her Armani power suit and Manolo heels. She’s smart, aggressive, successful—and most people can’t wait to see her get her well-deserved comeuppance. When her fall from grace over her latest business failure or scandal lands her above the fold in the newspaper, it seems only right that she gets knocked to her knees.
Let’s face it, there’s just one word that our culture bestows on that supremely ambitious woman who unrepentantly values a career: bitch. It’s our prevailing cultural paradigm: ambitious men are go-getters, but ambitious women are bitches.
It’s been open season on ambitious women for a long time. It’s been almost twenty years since Madonna made her then-outrageous claim that she wanted to rule the world. Despite her largely making good on her promise with an astonishingly successful multimedia empire, the media stories trumpeting her alleged foibles (trendily embracing Kabbalah, creating new personas, kissing women to grab headlines, being the unconventional mom) outnumber tenfold the stories broadcasting her entrepreneurial triumphs. Jennifer Lopez, her contemporary doppel-gänger, gets the same treatment, with far more ink spilled on her marital merry-go-round than on her business savvy with a successful line of clothes and perfume on top of her acting and recording successes.
When Carly Fiorina was ousted as chairman and CEO of Hewlett-Packard, how many people, women and men alike, felt that she got what she deserved, either because she’d lost sight of the fact that she was a woman and had overshot her ambitious mark, or because she was being punished for forgetting her female roots and sisterly loyalties in her climb to the top? Oh—and Carly’s crowning deficiency? She chose not to be a mother.
On the other hand, each time the media reports an interview with yet another professional woman who has seen the light and taken time out for motherhood, everyone breathes a collective sigh of relief—finally, this woman has figured out what’s really important.
No wonder so many women simultaneously crave and fear their ambitious goals.
Wouldn’t it be great if women could ignore what our culture thinks about high-achieving women and eliminate the fear part of our ambition equation? Just imagine how that would change our perspective.
Can You Imagine?
Wouldn’t it be great if you could reclaim and redefine ambition in its most gloriously positive sense? Wouldn’t it be great if you could look yourself in the eye in the mirror and, with pride and without ambivalence, say, “I am ambitious.” Wouldn’t it be great if you could say that—and feel it—without cringing ever so slightly? Wouldn’t it be inspiring if you could acknowledge straight up, to yourself and to others, that you have big, wild, and precious professional goals? That you crave excellence? Wouldn’t it feel great to challenge yourself fiercely? To unapologetically derive a big part of your self-worth from your professional identity? And wouldn’t it be great if you could experience all that as a virtue, not a vice?
Wouldn’t it be great if you believed that you could be audaciously ambitious and happy at the same time? Wouldn’t it feel great to trust that you could be determined to achieve your career goals without compromising your personal life, but rather enhancing it? Wouldn’t it be so freeing to acknowledge, in your core, that your ambitious goals were sacrosanct, just as inviolable as other nonnegotiable priorities in your life?
Wouldn’t it be such a relief to know deep down that you are great at what you do? Wouldn’t you love to learn to shut up—and shut out—that nagging inner critic that sometimes warns, “Watch out…who do you think you are? Aren’t you getting too big for your breeches? You’re just an impostor heading for a searing humiliation!” Wouldn’t you feel fabulous if you could bitch-slap that doubting voice in your head that accuses you of not having earned your spot at the grown-ups’ table, of not deserving your share of the power, the recognition, the credit—and the money? And wouldn’t it be thrilling if you could then pull up to that power table with a relaxed sense of professional entitlement and an inner voice that says, “I’ve worked hard for this place. I’m worthy. This is my time to shine”?
Wouldn’t it be great if you felt comfortable making sure that you get recognition for your contributions without apology and without fear? Wouldn’t it feel great if you could walk into a meeting and know how to take credit for your work without feeling guilty about it, and also how to reclaim stolen credit that is rightfully yours? What if you had the know-how, confidence, and guts to confront someone who was shamelessly trying to steal your thunder? What if you could do that with grace and aplomb that earned you self-respect and the admiration of your coworkers? Wouldn’t it feel great to walk into your boss’s or client’s office and demand in a disarming but utterly firm way to be paid what you’re worth? Without worrying that you might not be giving them their money’s worth? Without being afraid that you’ll be fired or lose an offer, a promotion, or some other opportunity? And without always feeling that one way or the other you will ultimately have to back down, oh so submissively?
Wouldn’t it be great to set free your aspiring, bold voice? To say, “I’m ambitious,” with pride, not reticence? Without worrying about what others will think of you because you know that you’re a decent, ethical woman who acts with integrity? Without believing that you’re a self-absorbed, aggressive, flat-out bitch who blows through the workplace leaving countless enemies in her wake? Wouldn’t it feel fabulous if you could finally reach for the moon, shouting your deepest-held ambitions from the rooftops without feeling guilty or believing that you’re neglecting a husband, a child, family, or friends? Wouldn’t it feel amazing to regard your determination to go after your career dreams as an attribute—as a tribute, really—to the greatest part of who you are as a woman?
Wouldn’t it be great to be amBITCHous?
Well, you can, and you should be. If you don’t, you’re letting the best part of you, the part that the world deserves to have you contribute, rot in a basement. Let’s get her out. This book will show you why you ought to be an ambitchous woman—and how to be her now.

Be More, Not Less, Ambitchous. Go for Harmony, Not Balance
This is most emphatically not a book about how to be unapologetically bitchy to get what you want. This is a book about redefining your ambition in the face of social sanctions and unapologetically going after your dreams. I wrote it to encourage you to be more, not less, ambitchous. I’m here to tell you that you don’t have to sacrifice—or “balance”—your ambition to have a great life; in fact, just the opposite is true. This book will reveal to you that the real way to have a great life is to see your ambition as a virtue—as a part of your value system that you must give equal attention to, along with other priorities you hold dear, including your spouse, children, and friends. Our culture encourages women to derive our sense of self from being selfless, by giving to everyone else first and foremost. Could there be a more confusing, contradictory recipe for self-satisfaction? No wonder we drop-kick our dreams! This book will show you how being the best woman you can possibly be comes from always staying true to your most ambitious self rather than feeling pressured, under social duress, to put your ambition last, after every other priority in your life.
I know you may not believe me that working harder to fulfill your ambitions will make your very busy and complicated life of juggling family, career, and social life easier, but it will. There’s another way of seeing things that will make you happier, more fulfilled at work, and more content in the rest of your life. There’s another way to think about achieving your big, inspiring career dreams and whatever else you cherish in your personal life. There’s another, more rewarding, and less stressful way of framing the big picture.
I’m here to tell you that all of your priorities—personal and ambitious career goals alike—can fit together harmoniously. I’ll show you how, like thousands of women I’ve worked with over the years, you can make more money, earn the credit and recognition you deserve, have more power, and be as ambitious as you want to be. I’ll show you how you can be ambitious without compromising your ethics and integrity. I’ll show you that you can feel worthy and entitled to all of this without fear that you risk sacrificing your desire to have a full, happy personal life and without being afraid that you’ll be less of a woman. It’s worked for me. It’s worked for countless ambitious women I’ve advised. It will work for you.

Why Should You Trust Me?
“Who is this ambitchous woman?” you may be asking. “Why should I trust her?”
I’m a business psychologist, executive coach, and career adviser who has spent more than fifteen years helping women embrace their ambition and achieve their career goals. As the founder and president of Manhattan Business Coaching, a professional development firm based in New York City and San Francisco, I’ve worked with thousands of clients throughout the United States and the world. I served as an advisory member to an American Psychological Association Presidential Task Force for empowering adolescent girls. I lead dozens of workshops every year and lecture frequently on women’s need to embrace their ambition.
In 1995, I founded—and currently am the executive director of—the Women’s Business Alliance, an organization that has served as a motivational think tank for more than twenty-five hundred women over twelve years. I founded the WBA specifically to help women overcome the barriers that keep them from reaching the top in their chosen fields. The U.S. Small Business Administration recognized my work with a “Women in Business Advocate of the Year 2000” award.
I’ve worked with women of every stripe, from students and recent graduates embarking on their brand-new career paths, to successful women in the corporate, nonprofit, and government sectors. I’ve met with small business owners, heads of fast-growing start-ups, consultants, physicians, attorneys, investment bankers, architects, and executives and professionals in a wide array of fields. I’ve advised women as young as sixteen and women in their early sixties. Wherever they’ve been on their professional paths, my mission has been to increase women’s business acumen by teaching them strategies for identifying meaningful, challenging work; increasing profitability; building and keeping wealth; competing with power and confidence in traditional and male-dominated corporate sectors; establishing themselves as experts; and tapping their competitive advantage.
As I spoke to and coached thousands of women, however, I began to detect a striking pattern: even self-professed successful women were hitting walls, unable to achieve the next level in their professional lives—and they didn’t know why. Certainly they were well aware of the external barriers to their success—the famed glass ceiling, lack of support for those who choose to juggle work and family. However, they had no idea that the greatest factor holding them back was a barrier they themselves had created and internalized.
Based on my conversations with so many women, I suspected I knew exactly what mistaken belief was holding them back. Seven years ago, I began a systematic investigation of professional women’s attitudes toward ambition. I interviewed more than five hundred women from every corner of the country and between the ages of nineteen and sixty-five.
These were all women who regarded themselves as high-achieving. Many were rookies with brand-new, promising careers in front of them. Many were already quite successful. Many had established impressive track records of in-the-trenches professional experience, had broken through at least some gender barriers to become established in their fields, made comfortable to sizable incomes, and either had the title and position they wanted or were drawing a bead on the prize. I asked these women their definitions of success and ambition, how they saw themselves, how they visualized an ambitious woman, and what held them back from achieving even greater success and fulfillment.
I made a fascinating discovery. High-achieving women all harbor the same dirty little secret, no matter what our backgrounds: we all struggle with socially sanctioned failure to embrace our ambition. We all have the same pernicious audio loop playing between our ears:
 
Will being as ambitchous as I dream of being make me less of a woman? Can I? Should I? Dare I? Have I gone too far? Will it cost me my personal life? Will I make enemies? Will it make those I care about suffer? Is it impossible to be ambitchous and happy? Am I charging too much? Am I giving my employer or my clients their money’s worth? Will I lose an opportunity if I ask for more money? Who do I think I am, calling myself an expert? Do I really know what I’m doing, or am I in over my head? Does sticking up for myself and taking credit mean I’m greedy, arrogant, and being unfair to people I work with? Am I deserving of recognition and power? Am I worthy of going after my biggest, most precious career dreams?
 
Ambition isn’t a dirty word, but as far as many women are concerned, it might as well be. It doesn’t matter where we grew up, went to school, or go to work. It’s the same whether we’re in our twenties and new to our careers, or in our fifties and sixties and among the most highly regarded professionals in our industries. Today, the greatest barrier to earning more money, getting the power and recognition we deserve, and feeling entitled to stay the course comes from inside of ourselves. We agonize over whether or not we deserve to be ambitious—and about what it will cost us.
I looked for books to recommend to supplement my own findings and recommendations. I found that most proposed to teach women how to succeed on their own terms, with a huge emphasis on mastering the life-in-balance issue. None of them challenged the notion that the accepted definition of success might actually be holding women back because it is couched in such a positive way: “You don’t have to be unabashedly ambitious. You’re above all that. You are sophisticated enough to realize that ambition isn’t as important as getting the life-balance equation right.” Or: “You don’t have to be ambitious the way a man is. You’ve come around to realize that success is a different—and better—goal than ambition. You can win with empathy, cooperation, and being generous. You don’t have to give up being a woman to get ahead.”
I count it as a Pyrrhic victory that our modern, progressive culture is no longer pushing the idea that women cannot have it all. The message these books and popular media are transmitting is: We can have it all—so long as we’re willing to redefine what “it” is. Now it’s not the killer job and the great home life; it’s balancing the two, which, practically speaking, means less of each: women should be just thrilled to have a not-ideal job and a not-ideal life as long as they feel the two are balanced.
How can we take seriously the necessary soul-searching required to discover what we were meant to do professionally when our pure, unadulterated ambition is never discussed explicitly—only game plays and hardball techniques, softened for the female player?
I decided to write this book to address the great hunger on the part of high-aiming women for advice that speaks to our discontent—and to our ambition to be purely and freely ambitious.

It Takes an Ambitchous Woman to Know and Encourage One
People always ask me why I founded the Women’s Business Alliance. Like you, I have had to struggle to stay true to my ambitchous dreams. I got to where I am today because a group of ambitchous women supported and taught me early in my career. I was raised in Arkansas, where, in the seventies, the pinnacle of success for a teen girl was to be a cheerleader (in the days before it was a varsity sport). The public high school I attended held an annual Southern Belle Beauty Pageant. Even in grade school, I was never inspired by those socially sanctioned goals for females. It just wasn’t in my DNA. My best friend, Tam, and I survived adolescence by keeping an optimistic eye on our futures as smart young women who had more important contributions to make than shaking a pom-pom or kicking up our tanned legs in formation. We made up a mantra: “We will escape the South.” Surely moving to a different part of the country was the answer.
When I attended college in the Midwest, I realized that geography wasn’t the obstacle. Discouraged by a lack of mentoring that left me drawing a blank about inspiring real-world career options, I dropped out after my freshman year. Without an ambition target, I worked various odd jobs, from selling used cars to eventually becoming a residential real estate property manager. Three years later, I returned to college and was lucky enough to find a professor who encouraged me to get my ambitchous self back on track. I earned my bachelor of science degree with a double major in sociology and psychology and a minor in computer science.
I married at twenty-three. A few years later, my husband and I packed up our house to move cross-country so that I could begin a Ph.D. program in clinical psychology and the psychological study of social issues and he could pursue his own professional goals. We were just about to hit the road when I found out that birth control didn’t always work; I was pregnant. In shock, I called my mom, who was elated and asked, “Are you still going to California?” I snapped, “Of course!”
My beloved mother’s traditional upbringing unquestioningly put motherhood before work, but I wasn’t prepared to sacrifice my career ambitions on the altar of parenthood. I figured that Berkeley had to be a far more supportive environment for an ambitchous woman than where I’d come from. Nevertheless, I followed my instincts and didn’t reveal to professors or peers that I was going to have a baby. Even in that progressive setting, there were red flags that I wouldn’t be taken seriously as a doctoral candidate if people knew I was pregnant. I wore loose clothing and divided my time between classes and studying, waiting until the moment seemed right to make my announcement.
As it turned out, I didn’t have the luxury of breaking the news on my own terms. Pre-term labor complications forced me into bed rest for the last three months of my pregnancy, and I had to take a leave of absence after only a single semester of graduate school. I gave birth to my son, Devin (now eighteen years old), and immediately went back to graduate school and training as an intern, plus working as a bookkeeper to pay the bills.
My marriage faltered, then failed. Suddenly I found myself in the inauspicious position of being a divorced single mother struggling to raise a small child, complete a graduate degree, and pay the rent and tuition. I had very little support and no road map. My life was a patchwork quilt of working whatever job I could grab, self-employment, scrambling for child care, and cramming in coursework and research for my doctoral dissertation whenever I had a spare moment.
I finished my thesis and Ph.D. in record time; I was both inspired to move forward with my career goals and scared about survival issues. I had a fire lit inside as well as under my butt; my progress in those early career years was often slowed because of the compromises I had to make for the practical concerns of supporting myself and my son. I plugged away, with my ambition target always on the horizon.
When I was thirty-two years old, my professional life finally took on some semblance of stability. I had a coveted academic-track research position in San Francisco. Devin was about to enter grade school, which meant fewer child care woes. I’d finally gotten my license and was a bona fide psychologist. Even though I was struggling financially, there was light at the end of the tunnel.
Except that I found myself yearning to sunbathe in a different kind of light. Inspired by a business article profiling what struck me as an intriguing up-and-coming field, I decided I wanted to start my own career-advising firm. On the face of it, this made no sense. I was trained as a licensed clinical psychologist with a background in neuropsychological testing and forensic evaluations. I hadn’t gone to business school and I had no real training in launching this kind of venture. And unlike today, at that time career and executive coaching were barely on the radar; this was a brand-new, emerging specialty. My psychologist colleagues said, “You’re crazy to do this. It’s career suicide.”
But this was an ambition I yearned to fulfill. I knew that I loved researching and thinking about what was going on in the business world. I knew that I was smart, creative, and tenacious. I craved the independence, opportunity, and challenge of running my own professional organization. Pursuing my career destiny felt as vital and organic as mothering Devin, maintaining my friendships, and other equally precious pursuits. I knew that I had something meaningful to contribute.
And so I jumped right in.
I’d been in business for a little over a year when I discovered a mentoring program for women in San Francisco. Once a month for a year, I would travel into the city with my business plan, strategies, and a raftload of problems in hand, and be mentored by a board of advisers on everything from setting up my accounting and books, sales, marketing, and public relations to the emotional highs and lows of being self-employed. In these two-hour meetings I, along with three other protégées, discussed our business goals and all the related obstacles and challenges with a group of fifteen to twenty seasoned, powerful professional women. We received frank, direct, nuts-and-bolts business tactics and real-time feedback and advice from CEOs, attorneys, CPAs, marketing gurus, bankers, and senior executives in sales, public relations, and finance. Having my career aspirations ratified in the face of so much personal upheaval was profoundly transformative. Listening to the experiences and varied perspectives of so many successful businesswomen left me feeling confident and unabashed about pursuing my own big ambitions. It also taught me how to avoid naive mistakes, how to recognize talent, how to work collaboratively, and how to ask for and make great use of expert advice.
Yet it also made me begin to recognize common ways ambitious women hold themselves back. For example, one of the protégées in my group routinely closed her mind to advice given to her by our advisory team. At every meeting, she would get extraordinary advice and feedback on her business plan. Without fail, she would counter with what I named the “Yeah, But Rebuttal.” As in: “Yeah, but here’s why that won’t work in my case…” Finally a mentor came down hard on her in one of the meetings: “Why are you here if you want to dismiss every piece of great advice we give you?” I saw this “yeah, but” theme repeat itself with countless other women over the years, along with other common self-sabotaging behaviors I identified. It became apparent to me that all of us—even women who are manifestly talented and experienced—struggle with confidence, don’t feel entitled to get paid what we’re worth, feel reluctant to go after the power and recognition we’ve earned, and don’t pursue careers with wholehearted passion. I began spotting and thinking about these common socially sanctioned self-sabotage traps into which ambitchous women fall.
I completed the mentoring program and continued running my business just north of San Francisco. I helped scores of motivated, interesting women (and men) discover or refine what they were meant to do and find their professional calling. But for all the success stories I midwifed, I also continued to see women who were consistently struggling with going after their ambitchous goals. I knew we needed a sophisticated support organization for women in business to help us identify and navigate these issues. When I looked around Marin County, where I lived and worked, for organizations that provided ongoing, hard-hitting business information and support for ambitchous women, there were none.
That was the genesis of the Women’s Business Alliance. We needed something besides those dreary networking groups where men and women fall over one another passing out business cards and trying to generate leads. I wanted to offer cutting-edge professional guidance for ambitchous women like myself, and I wanted to surround women with role models to help them envision achieving their career dreams.
I cold-called and lined up six months’ worth of top-notch guest speakers and laid out a meeting schedule. Then I phoned women I’d read about in the local newspapers and invited them to participate. By the end of the first week, I had fifty women on board, and the Women’s Business Alliance was launched.
For the next six years, the Women’s Business Alliance hosted one-and-a-half-hour working lunch meetings that were attended by between thirty and one hundred fifty women. Once a month I brought in heavy-hitting experts to talk and answer questions about a diverse array of business and professional topics. I held a second monthly meeting called Open Forum Roundtable to serve as a think tank for women to throw business dilemmas, questions, and professional plans on the table and get a wealth of feedback, advice, and support from other successful, ambitchous women.
After analyzing the results of my research into women’s views of ambition, I began making the subject a centerpiece topic in my biweekly Women’s Business Alliance conferences. In every meeting ideas would fly across the room; women were starving for this type of gold-standard information and peer advice and support. At the same time, each and every one of these women did battle within themselves with the same self-sabotaging traps I’d first spotted years earlier.
In my work in the Women’s Business Alliance and in my career- and executive-advising practice, I challenged my clients to confront their fear of embracing their ambition. I helped thousands of women make dramatic course corrections by showing them how to break through those internal barriers and to wholeheartedly embrace their ambition.
In 2000, I met my husband Stephen. We figured out a bicoastal Brady Bunch setup that would work for his son, Jake, and my son, Devin, and that would also allow the two of us to continue focusing on our individual ambition goals. I expanded the Women’s Business Alliance and my professional advising firm to New York City. I guessed for sure that the same socially sanctioned self-sabotaging ambition issues I’d helped ambitchous women in the San Francisco Bay Area spot and conquer wouldn’t be an issue for professional women in the world’s capital. Boy, was I wrong. Same pressures, opposite coast. Each and every ambitchous woman I’ve worked with and interviewed in NewYork City—and there have now been hundreds—is just like the rest of us. No matter where we live, no matter if we have an Ivy League pedigree and a professional track record to die for, we all struggle, under social duress, to stay true to our big career dreams without feeling like freaks.
I’m convinced, personally and professionally, that we can and must do better.

Shine the Light on Your Ambition
My guess is that if you’re reading this, you too are a woman who struggles with these issues. You too are dying for advice and encouragement on how to stay true to your ambitchous career dreams. Perhaps you’re barely twenty and are already feeling stymied from the get-go. Perhaps you’re relatively new to the business world but are already experiencing Sisyphean battles in keeping your professional goals at the forefront of your life. Perhaps you’ve been momentarily derailed—by deciding to relocate with a boyfriend so that he can do his ambition dream first, before it’s your turn? or marriage? kids? an ailing loved one? your own illness? burned out and biding your time?—and you’re finding that that moment is stretching into infinity. You need help getting back on track. Or perhaps you’ve been in the game for a long time, but you’re not advancing the way you’d like to—or feel you deserve.
No matter where you are in your career, to say that you’ve worked hard is a major understatement. This is undoubtedly true whether you’re a student or recent graduate, or a professional who has established a solid professional track record, or a professional who is well on the way to doing so. You’ve paid your dues. You’re willing to pay plenty more. You’ve had some serious chunks taken from your hide. You’ve had the s____t kicked out of you. You’ve hung in there and pored over your mistakes to figure out how to do it better next time. You’ve built up substantive knowledge and business acumen. You’ve gotten tougher when it comes to taking and learning from criticism. You’ve become more skilled at using your instincts in the marketplace. You’ve gotten into the tough game of business, and you fight every day to keep yourself in.
Yet somehow, for some reason, something’s not quite right. You’re not satisfied. Sometimes you feel that you’re settling for less in your career when what you really want is more. Sometimes your gut tells you that you’re holding yourself back, if ever so slightly, from wholeheartedly going for it where your most ambitious career goals are concerned. Something inside of you wants to be less tame. Something inside of you wants to be free to be as bold as you want to be. Yet it’s as if you’re pulling back on your own reins.
Here’s what I know to be true.
First, you give a woman support for being ambitchous. You encourage her to see that she can have a great, happy life—at home and at work. And you show her that, counterintuitive though our culture makes it seem, the real life course for becoming the happiest woman, the best friend, lover, spouse, mother, and community member she can possibly be is always to honor her ambition as a virtue. You support her to see that the real way to make the contribution she was born to make is to place her inspiring career dreams at the top of her priorities list, not at the bottom of the pile. Next you give her gold-standard business information and strategies that are easy to use in her day-to-day work and personal life. You show her simple, effective, potent tactics that build on one another and that empower her to hit her career targets.
Then a lightbulb goes on in her consciousness. And she never looks back.
She takes charge of her career destiny. She learns to insist firmly on getting paid what she’s worth. She feels powerful in a new way—and owning it feels comfortable to her. She learns to feel great about being recognized for her professional accomplishments. She learns to set boundaries with colleagues and people in her personal life so that her needs get met, not trampled on. She learns that she can act with integrity and treat others like human beings, but that she feels just fine about the fact that not everyone is going to like her when she stands up to those who would steal her thunder.
She becomes ambitchous.
I’ve seen this transformation occur with thousands of women I’ve worked with. I’m here to support that same shift in you. I’m going to show you how to be your most ambitchous self—and how to be her right now.
In this book, I’ll work with you to help you get a handle on the overt messages we have been taught about being ambitious women, the covert messages that have filtered in unconsciously, and the self-sabotaging behaviors they cause. I’ll provide self-assessment quizzes, checklists, and exercises so you can quickly and easily figure out whether you’re prone to selling yourself short where your ambitchous goals are concerned. Then I’ll offer proven, fresh solutions—the same ones I use with my career-advising and executive-coaching clients—to help you overcome these internalized barriers. By the way, none of these strategies will ask you simply to think more like a man. My solutions will help you draw effective boundaries around your positive qualities so they won’t work against you. Once you learn to do this, you’ll be free. You can dare to be truly great on your own terms. You’ll be able to redefine the meaning of ambition and embrace the value of unleashing your sacrosanct career dreams.

Your Ambition Journal
As you begin reading and working through this book, you are going to have your brain cells firing with career insights and questions. I want you to start an Ambition Journal to record what you discover during this process. Date each entry so that you can track your progress. Words are powerful, and writing down your ideas is a great way to power up your most ambitchous self.
An Ambition Journal is a must. It will keep you from losing all the little bits of career information you pick up along the way. You know what I mean: you jot down a note or name or idea—but the one day you need it, and fast, it’s nowhere to be found. Your Ambition Journal will be a place to compile all of your notes, contacts, articles, and resources. This isn’t a diary for your personal life; it is strictly a career tool.
Also use your Ambition Journal to record your responses to the exercises, quizzes, and questionnaires that appear throughout the book. This will provide you with a confidential record of what you discover as you dig out your most ambitchous self. If you prefer, you can also print out the quizzes and questionnaires from my Web site, www.amBITCHous.com, and then fill them out and put them into your Ambition Journal. You can also order an amBITCHous Ambition Journal from the amBITCHous.com Web site.
Your Ambition Journal will serve you throughout your entire career. It will be a fresh, solid professional foundation you have built and a template you can refer back to and use as a lifelong guide.
Now get ready to unleash your most ambitchous self.


two
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What a Difference a Word Makes
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Why do women have such a hard time acknowledging the importance of loving our work?
—Gail Evans

Today, in the year 2007, what’s our cause? That’s what the women I know are asking. The answer is—it’s almost like making it your right to have passion for your work.

IF YOU are a woman for whom career greatness and passion for your work matter, then your professional goals ought to be sacrosanct. Actualizing the talents you were born with must always hold equal importance with any other nonnegotiable priority in your life, including family, romantic relationships, children, and community. The world deserves to hear from you.
Does this sound odd to you? Is it the first time anyone has said this to you? Take a minute and count how many times in your adult life you have been counseled to be more ambitious. Now count how many times you have been advised to value and protect your ambition as you would any other virtue. You can probably count all of this on one hand.
And yet if you were to put your ambition first, it would make you a better person in every other aspect of your life. You would be not only more fulfilled and productive in your work, but also a happier individual, a better partner, a more present parent, a more compassionate friend, and and a more engaged community member. You would, in fact, be more alive and grounded in every realm of your life.
The cornerstone of your capacity to live a life with few regrets is laid when you truly understand, on a visceral level, the importance of loving your work, no matter where you are in your life and career, and no matter what competing obligations and pressures challenge your resolve to be true to your ambition. Living fully and authentically hinges on your ability to stay connected to the experience of lifelong passion for your work, to remain continually inspired, to stretch, to be open to fresh opportunities, and ultimately to be the best you can be at what you do. Simply put, your ambition should be nonnegotiable. It fuels the core of your being.
Yet all too often, for women of all ages, ambition is negotiable.
Ambition Is Not a Dirty Word—Is It?
I want to change the world. True, I couldn’t live without my work, without being inspired every day. I’m successful—things have just sort of fallen into place in my career. But no, I’m not ambitious—I want to effect positive change in the world, yet my family is very important to me.
—Vera, fifty-seven. Longtime high-seven-figure earner, famously referred to as a rock star and legend in her corporate industry
 
Why do women have so much trouble acknowledging the importance of loving their work with a grand passion? They can admit to liking their work. But what if they say that they love their work? What if they say they’re ambitious?
Read the following two stories carefully and see if you notice any thoughts and feelings coming up about these two women. First, meet Meredith:
 
I value success. I am a thirty-four-year-old senior creative director with a large, award-winning advertising firm in San Francisco, earning in the upper seventy-fifth percentile of comparable salaries in my industry. I have an M.B.A. To me, being successful means loving my work, having challenging opportunities in my job, with ample downtime to have dinner with friends once or twice a month, go sailing on Saturdays, and spend quality time with my fiancé.
 
Now, meet Jane:
 
I am ambitious. I’m a thirty-four-year-old woman with an M.B.A. To me, being ambitious means loving my work as a senior managing director with a large, award-winning public relations firm in New York City, earning in the upper seventy-fifth percentile of comparable salaries in my industry. It also means having challenging opportunities in my job, with ample downtime to have dinner with friends once or twice a month, play racquetball on Saturdays, and spend quality time with my fiancé.
 
How did your attitude change reading about Jane as compared with how you felt about Meredith?
Did you see Meredith as having admirable goals and as a woman who keeps her priorities straight? Did you get the sense that her life is well-balanced between home and work? As embodying a so-called positive, feminine definition of success that allows for other personal priorities?
When you read Jane’s profile, and the fact that she values ambition, did you get the sense that she might just be a little bit of a bitch (is there any other word?) whose priorities are out of whack? Were you quite sure she is heading for a fall somewhere down the line? Did the fact that she sees her friends only once, maybe twice a month, and that she gets to the gym only once a week (so she’s probably out of shape to boot!), indicate to you that she places too much emphasis on work? Did it seem obvious to you that her characterization of spending quality time with her fiancé is actually an indictment that she isn’t spending enough time with him?
Now go back and reread the two profiles. Notice that other than different geographical locations, job descriptions, and hobbies, the two were identical, with the exception that only one word changed: Meredith values success; Jane values ambition.
If you had these reactions to these two women, you’re not alone. In business workshops and conferences where I present this exercise, the majority of women respond positively to the woman who values success. But something just doesn’t sit right with them when they read the description of the woman who values ambition. What a difference a word makes.
Why does that word drive women so crazy? You’d think it means admitting we’ve got genital warts.
This is emphatically not a game of semantics. The women I’ve surveyed don’t simply prefer the word successful to ambitious. They don’t mind being regarded as successful, but they’re afraid of being called ambitious. If they do get as far as attempting to say, “I am ambitious,” it makes them cringe, even if they can’t quite put their finger on why that is.
It’s no accident that we are allergic to this word. There is, in fact, a primary driving force behind women’s reluctance to see their ambition as a virtue.
 
I still think that girls are encouraged to be nice and to be liked, and to be about the team and everybody else. To say you’re ambitious means you want to rise above everybody else or be different. I don’t think that we cheer on ambition enough among women, and certainly not among young women…. I don’t know how many people cheered Carly Fiorina’s ambition. Or Andrea Jung’s…It’s almost like the word is “am-bitchin’.”
—Mary Lou Quinlan, founder and CEO of Just Ask a Woman, author of Just Ask a Woman and Time Off for Good Behavior
 
I think we should throw out the word ambition, because I don’t like that word. I like the word aspiration, which means “a desire with focus.” I like that. Desire with focus equals happiness. Or the word passion. I prefer synonyms rather than the word ambition. For me, ambition is not a dirty word. But it could be that for many women the word has subliminal, negative connotations.
—Catherine, forty-one, M.D., researcher, and associate clinical professor, major New York City university teaching hospital
 
What makes us feel we have to deny that part of who we are, that part of ourselves that is aching, on some level, to recognize our ambition as a worthy part of our makeup?
How do you really feel about acknowledging your own ambition? Is it tough for you to freely define yourself as an ambitious woman? If so, what gets in the way? What prevents you from feeling comfortable identifying yourself as a woman who loves her work with a grand passion and who is determined to achieve her loftiest career dreams? If the desire to be successful is easier to acknowledge than being ambitious—if you can look yourself in the eye in your mirror and feel comfortable saying you value success, but not ambition, why is that? What makes the word success more palatable than ambition? Write the answer in your Ambition Journal.
Consider the following Webster’s definitions of the word ambition:
 
am•bi•tion } n. (def.)
1. an earnest desire for some type of achievement or distinction, as power, honor, fame, or wealth, usually in a chosen field, and the willingness to strive for its attainment
2. the object, state, or result desired or sought after
3. desire for work or activity; energy, interest, passion in professional activity
  
…and now consider these definitions of the word ambitious:
 
am•bi•tious } adj. (def.)
1. having ambition; eagerly desirous of achieving or obtaining success, power, wealth, or a specific goal
2. requiring exceptional effort, ability, etc.
3. aspiring, enterprising; wishing to rise (mentally or spiritually) to a higher level or plane, or to attain some end above ordinary expectations
4. aggressive; self-centered
  
 
Which of these seven definitions do you suppose the vast majority of women I’ve interviewed and advised—from age sixteen to sixty-something—zero in on to describe a high-aiming woman who refuses to compromise her career goals? You guessed it:
 
am•bi•tious } adj. (def.)
4. aggressive; self-centered (it’s a woman thing)
  
 
No big surprise, then, that many a professional woman feels free to say she enjoys work and wants to become a success, but she chooses her words carefully, being certain to qualify her meaning—and, of course, not to use that dirty, unspeakable word ambitious.
Let’s reclaim ambition as a virtue and make it ours:
 
am•BITCH•ous } adj. (def.) a woman who:
1. makes more money
2. has more power
3. gets the recognition she deserves
4. has the determination to go after her dreams and can do it with integrity
  
Now I’d like you to dig deeper into your thoughts about ambition and do a reality check. Encouraging reality checks is something women are great at—if we’re asking a close girlfriend to do it. We do it for other women in our lives all of the time, whether it be about
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