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Dedication

To my mom, Joy, who taught me to build with my hands and my heart.

To my daughter, Zoe, a creative soul building a better future.

#shebuilds
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She (noun)

[ shee ] / ∫i /

1. anything considered, as by personification, to be feminine.

Builds (verb)

[ bilds ] / bιlds /


	to engage in the art, practice, or business of building.

	to establish, increase, or strengthen.



* * *

I recognize and welcome people of all genders and identities. If you feel drawn toward the holistic blend of feminine and masculine energy in business, this book is for you. You understand the importance of structure and action as well as trust and intuition. Representation of women of color is a topic close to my heart. I wrote She Builds from the perspective of being a multiracial cis-gendered woman. People who identify as women or were assigned females at birth receive implicit and explicit messages from society, social circles, and their families. I center women’s stories and voices throughout this book, because this is what I wish I could have read when I became an entrepreneur. The beloved author Toni Morrison said, “If there’s a book that you want to read, but it hasn’t been written yet, then you must write it.” My wish is that you feel inspired to share your story, too.

There are no unique messages, only unique messengers.




Introduction

From F.E.A.R. to L.O.V.E.

I sat in the driveway at midnight, struggling to start my car. On the third try, the 1995 Toyota Corolla sputtered to life in the Kaua’i humidity. As I attempted to pull out unnoticed, my husband, George, ran outside frantically in nothing but his plaid boxers.

“Jadah, stop!” He spread himself across the windshield as I hit the brake.

“What are you doing?” I asked, rolling down the window, my voice reverberating in the darkness.

“Don’t go,” he begged.

“You’re crazy!” I replied.

“You can stay mad here,” he moved toward the door handle.

“GET. OFF. THE. CAR!”

* * *

George and I had opened a day care center, Little Sprouts Playhouse, together at the height of the economic downturn in 2009. Owning a day care center had not been in our original plan. When we got married, we were both creatives trying to make it in Hollywood: I was a spoken-word poet, and George was the lead singer in a band with dreams of becoming a famous rock star. But once I got pregnant with our daughter, we needed stability in our lives. We had made the decision to leave California for Hawai’i because my mom had moved there three years earlier and could help with child care. I had a secret fantasy that George would get a “real” job and provide for our growing family, while I stayed home with our daughter full-time. The big dream was that George would be able to make multiple six figures a year by selling time-shares, as did my bonus dad (many people might refer to him as my stepdad).

George did get his Hawai’i real estate license to financially support our family, but hiring freezes were happening all over the United States. We started Little Sprouts Playhouse out of necessity. Our decision to open a day care center stemmed from numerous factors. George wasn’t able to find work. I wanted to work, but with our eighteen-month-old daughter, Zoe, close by. Though it felt stressful and chaotic at the time, looking back, I can see how it was the perfect lead-up to starting my first business—another secret dream I’d always kept close to my heart. The early seeds of my entrepreneurial spirit had been planted with the help of my father. I remember him telling me stories about his entrepreneurial ventures as a kid, like buying bubble gum at the local store and selling it to his classmates for twice the price. When I was nine, he taught me how to spell the word entrepreneur. I’d repeat the spelling, “E-N-T-R-E-P-R-E-N-E-U-R,” over and over again to myself. I guess it stuck.

The initial months of launching Little Sprouts were exciting, but the honeymoon phase quickly faded. Despite my passion for entrepreneurship, I didn’t have a college degree or any business knowledge or experience. I treated Google as my advisor, flying by the seat of my pants. During business hours, I greeted families at drop-off, taught the kids lessons, and made snacks. I hired and trained other day care workers, returned calls to potential clients, promoted the business online and via social media, and cleaned the toilet. After hours, I worried about making payroll, managing my staff, and keeping the customers happy. I focused more on the administrative and marketing side of the business, and George’s superpower was making music and bringing joy to the kids. When he wasn’t at the playhouse, he juggled odd jobs such as catering staff for weddings, evening server at an Italian restaurant, church choir director, and fulfilling random Craigslist postings. He did everything in his power to provide for our family during a recession. Money was tight, and we were both committed to doing what we could to keep our bills paid.

I felt a constant pull between my family and my business. Although I was with Zoe all day long, the realities of running Little Sprouts meant that I had less attention for her than ever. The stress of the business also put a lot of strain on our marriage. I was stretched too thin, and I had become a moody mom and partner who would snap without warning. I was exhausted and overwhelmed.

After pouring our savings into Little Sprouts, George and I discovered that we couldn’t afford to pay both the rent for our home and our business. I proposed a solution: Instead of paying $1,600 per month for the house and $1,800 per month on our business lease, why not move into the playhouse? George laughed, but I was serious. A few months after opening, we moved our family into the day care center with its turquoise-painted walls, just a short walk from the beach. George and I slept on a futon in the main room that converted to a couch during the day, and we added a door to the large storage closet to make a room for Zoe. Our “kitchen” included a minifridge, a hot plate, and a George Foreman grill outside. The one bathroom in the playhouse, which housed a table for diaper changes and a sink to wash sticky toddler hands while singing “Itsy Bitsy Spider,” also had a shower that George, Zoe, and I used only when we weren’t open for business.

One afternoon during pickup, as a dad put on his child’s shoes, he said to us, “Julia keeps saying you live in the back of the playhouse.” George replied, “Yeah, we do.” The dad’s face turned red, and his eyes widened. I don’t know if he was embarrassed that he’d asked or shocked that we lived in the playhouse (and that his two-year-old daughter had been telling the truth). Either way, the moment struck a nerve, sending me into a shame spiral: We are not okay. What was I thinking, moving my family into our place of business? I have no idea what I am doing. Who am I to run my own company?

* * *

A week later, my shame erupted like hot lava as George and I confronted each other in the driveway. I needed time and space to think. I felt as though I wanted to burn down everything that we’d built. My heart was pounding and my thoughts ran wild as I sat there behind the wheel, thinking:


	This had better not wake up Zoe.

	I don’t know if our marriage will survive this.

	Fuck this business for getting me to this place of exasperated rage.



“What do you want me to do?” George asked in frustration as he hopped off the car’s hood. “I’m working all the time, too, and the money just disappears. I never get a break.”

“Something has to change,” I replied, not even sure what I meant. “I can’t figure all of this out on my own.”

I shifted into reverse, leaving my husband standing there on the gravel as I peeled out and sped off down the Kuhio Highway. As I drove, listening to the waves crashing on the beach through my open window, I thought, Marriage, raising a young daughter, and running a new business? It’s all too much. I can’t do it anymore. After a few miles, I pulled over, parking on Wailua Beach. I got out and pressed my feet into the cool sand, then sat down on a large piece of driftwood and looked toward the sky.

My eruption wasn’t about George or our marriage. We’d be fine. We fought fairly and truly cared for each other, and after over fifteen years of marriage we still do. Our Little Sprouts experience even paved the way for him to create his own business blending his love of children and love of music years later. Some of our greatest joys come from our greatest losses. That breakdown-to-breakthrough moment was really about me stepping fully into my role as a leader.

I was struggling to reconcile the demands of holding it all together as a woman, a partner, a mother, and a business owner. We had a mountain of debt. We had no medical insurance. I felt lethargic in my body, and my mental energy was zapped. I ate more comfort food to self-soothe, which then triggered more shame because women in Western society are supposed to be a certain size to be considered healthy. I felt as though I had no control over the direction of my life. And I was the only one who could change that. Though I knew I wanted to build a business and be there for my daughter, I wasn’t willing to sacrifice my health or relationship. As I sat on the beach, I thought, There has got to be another way. Burnout is not an option.

Burnout is not an option.

* * *

As women entrepreneurs, we are not only the CEOs of our companies. We don’t just go to work, run our businesses, and come home at night to put our feet up. Once the workday ends, we are still partners, mothers, school volunteers, home cooks, cleaners, and the ones who stay home when our kids are sick. Even if we are not parents or in a partnership, as women we most likely take on the caretaking role for the people we love. Our hearts are that big. But when we add hustling, overwork, and people pleasing—tendencies that often accompany entrepreneurship—to the equation, we burn out.

There are many reasons why we are susceptible to burnout, a syndrome defined by the World Health Organization as “resulting from chronic workplace stress that has not been successfully managed.”1 One of the primary reasons that women face burnout is that we are often doing double duty at home and at work. In some cases, we are the primary breadwinners in our families, yet we still do more child care and domestic labor than our partners, who may be underemployed or out of work completely. In other cases, both partners have full-time jobs, but caregiving and household chores fall primarily on the woman. Still others have no partner at home, further increasing the burden.

Another reason for burnout among us is so-called hustle culture, which has become synonymous with entrepreneurship. Many self-employed women feel an unspoken pressure to participate in hustle culture because of the messaging we hear from the male-dominated start-up world about what it means to be a “real” entrepreneur. Elon Musk, the founder of SpaceX and CEO of Tesla, summed it up with this Twitter post: “There are way easier places to work, but nobody ever changed the world on 40 hours a week.” Mark Cuban, an investor, Shark Tank personality, and owner of the Dallas Mavericks, didn’t take a vacation for seven years when he started his first business. And entrepreneur and internet personality Gary Vaynerchuk preaches, “Not only am I working eighteen hours a day, but I’m working fast as hell in those eighteen hours.”

Hustle culture was created by and for men, who are typically not juggling caregiving responsibilities with their careers. Women like us who want to be involved caregivers, while also doing meaningful work and providing for our families, are simply not willing to make these types of sacrifices if it means less time with our loved ones. And when we do try to do business this way—forced to choose between professional ambitions and missing important moments in our personal lives—it depletes our joy. We find ourselves losing sleep, wracked with guilt about where we should be spending our time. The stress takes its toll in the form of physical symptoms such as adrenal fatigue, abrupt weight changes, hair loss, and mental health issues such as anxiety and depression.

Many of us question whether it is even possible to build a successful business while living a fulfilling life outside work. We wonder whether we should scale up or shut down; franchise or file for bankruptcy; go back to a stable nine-to-five or give up and become backpacking world travelers. We have the constant pressure to be doing, creating, and caregiving—often at the cost of our health, well-being, and relationships. The 24/7 rise-and-grind approach does not work for us, and it is not the only way to build a successful company.

The COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 magnified the economic realities that working women have long been struggling with, including low wages, the high cost of housing, and the expense of child care. For some women, starting a business is the only viable option because it allows them the flexibility to care for their loved ones while also earning income. There are millions of other women in the United States who are running businesses started out of necessity, even though society doesn’t support or even acknowledge them.

That was my situation when I started Little Sprouts Playhouse. In 2011, as a first-time entrepreneur who was burning the candle at both ends, my worst-case scenario came true: Little Sprouts was failing, and we had to shut down. The business wasn’t making enough to support itself or our family, and George and I were unable to keep up with the constant demands of trying to keep it afloat.

With few options, we decided to leave Hawai’i and move in with my in-laws in California. I felt that my world was falling apart. George got temporary work at an educational theater company, and I juggled two part-time jobs making $15 an hour while also taking care of Zoe. One morning I got into my car and realized I didn’t have enough gas to get to work. I checked my bank account, twice. My stomach turned as I read the message on my phone screen: INSUFFICIENT FUNDS. I had to call my boss and say, “I can’t come in to work today. I have no money for gas. I’m so sorry.”

I had reached a breaking point. Worn down by living paycheck to paycheck and barely scraping by, I knew something had to change. But deep down I was also driven by a desire to pursue my passions and do work that was fulfilling. I wanted to start a business that would give me scheduling flexibility along with more financial freedom so that I didn’t have to sacrifice time with my family. I needed to find a new way of making money and building a business I loved while still enjoying my life.

Build with L.O.V.E.

I read tons of business books searching for answers, but as a multiracial woman, wife, and mother (I’m African American, Chinese, and White), I didn’t see myself or my experiences represented in anything that I found. I was looking for evidence that someone like me could build a successful company. But at the time it seemed every book on entrepreneurship out there was written by a man, usually White, single, without kids, and with an ability to pour eighty hours into his workweek. The bookshelf wasn’t reflecting my reality, so I had to piece things together on my own.

Clearly Little Sprouts was not a sustainable business for us. We built it out of necessity and survival mode. Over the years, I went on to create three more businesses, each with a little more intention and a lot less hustle. The second was Family Sponge, a parenting blog cocreated with my friend Jen Hansard. Business number three was Simple Green Smoothies, a product and information-based blog also cocreated with Jen. When I decided to sell Simple Green Smoothies to Jen in 2016, we had built a community of over 1 million followers in a very short amount of time. We also made more than $1 million in revenue in our first two years and published a top-selling recipe book.

The company I run today at jadahsellner.com guides women to build at a pace that works for us, growing our businesses out of love for ourselves, our families, and our communities. We need a business plan that is aligned with a greater mission for our lives, beyond just the metrics. We need to focus on the meaning behind the numbers, too.

Through my professional coaching practice, speaking, and Lead with Love podcast, I am on a mission to help women entrepreneurs build sustainable businesses and recover from burnout. I help my clients take their businesses to the next level while remaining fulfilled in the rest of their lives. As a woman of color without a typical business background, it is also my mission to redefine who gets to write business books and give advice on entrepreneurship. I want to challenge the belief that creatives can’t make money while doing world-changing work that they love.

While each business taught me very different lessons (which I’ll share with you in future chapters), collectively all four businesses helped me develop my signature “Build with L.O.V.E.” approach, the core framework of this book. Building with L.O.V.E. is about building a business sustainably, with love at the center of every decision. It’s the antidote to building with hustle, something female entrepreneurs around the world have been craving (whether we consciously realize it or not). Here are the four pillars:

BUILD WITH L.O.V.E.

[image: image]


	LEAD. Building our businesses sustainably means learning to lead from the inside out. This begins by leading ourselves with clarity and purpose, followed by leading our families, our teams, our communities, and the customers we serve. To become better leaders while avoiding burnout, we need to establish a compelling vision for what we want from our lives and our businesses. Then we gather allies who will help us make this vision a reality.

	OPTIMIZE. We need to set up internal support systems to optimize the way we run our businesses and our personal lives, systems that will enable us to thrive and allow us to achieve sustainability and scale. This includes redesigning how we use our time, building our team, and streamlining our businesses. In this section, we’ll stop overcomplicating things and make time for what matters most.

	VISUALIZE. We must step away from daily distractions and visualize what we want, the big picture. This is about moving from being reactionary managers to being visionary CEOs. We’ll learn how to celebrate our past accomplishments and how to map out where we want to go by creating a clear action plan. In this section, we’ll also learn the three simple questions to ask to realign the direction of our businesses, so that we can double down on what’s working and eliminate what’s not.

	EXPAND. In the final section, we will expand our most valuable asset: ourselves—as leaders, founders, partners, parents, and friends. This pillar is about learning to communicate our needs and establish boundaries, so that we can prioritize taking care of ourselves and our businesses. We’ll cultivate a mindset that enables us to build sustainably, at a pace that works for our lives, while feeling confident in the choices we make.



Building with L.O.V.E. helped me balance my personal growth with my business goals, while still having time to enjoy my life. In the pages to come, I will show you how to tailor this process to meet your needs.

She Builds is a road map for you to build and scale your business in a new way. It is an anti-hustle handbook to help you move from overwhelmed founder leading with fear to empowered CEO leading with love. From burnout to balance, from exhausted to energized, from frustration to freedom, this book will get you off the hamster wheel of busyness, stress, and self-doubt and onto a clear path toward leading with more heart.

You will learn to think like the visionary CEO your business needs. You will also learn how to shut off your work brain at home (even if you work from home) and be fully present to the people who matter the most to you. I’ll show you how to engineer systems of support, view self-care as a business strategy, and extract yourself from the daily grind to move into intentional planning so that you can grow your business to the next level without burning out.

This book is an interactive guide. Think of me as a personal coach on your nightstand (or in your earbuds), cheering you on as you complete the exercises along the way. Grab a journal and a pen, and get ready to write! You can also download and print out all of the interactive exercises in the book at shebuilds.com/resources.

She Builds is an invitation to redefine the way you work, lead, and love. It is time to become the architect of your business without sacrificing your life—and avoid the stress of the hustle. Let’s get started.




Part 1

Lead

she builds with intention.




1

Detox from Hustle Culture

The secret of change is to focus all your energy not on fighting the old but on building the new.1

—Dan Millman, Way of the Peaceful Warrior

It was 7:55 a.m. I had been up for over twenty-four hours. I sat on the floor surrounded by manuscript pages, still dressed in yesterday’s yoga pants. My book, Simple Green Smoothies, was due to my editor in an hour, and the recovering perfectionist in me knew that it was my last chance to make changes. I was the cofounder of a health and wellness brand. I was also a walking contradiction, routinely pushing myself to exhaustion and eating poorly as I did sprints like this in my business. I knew this wasn’t sustainable, and I didn’t want to model this way of working for my daughter. Yet here I was again.

I somehow managed to get the manuscript to my editor before pushing ahead with the rest of my massive to-do list that day. Over the next nine months, I would rinse and repeat the same unhealthy work patterns, culminating in the November 2015 launch of the book.

Each year I vowed to unplug during the holidays, but as a co-founder of a healthy lifestyle company, that seemed impossible. I felt pressure to prepare for the “New Year, New You” season in January, which was the time of year when we’d make the most money. And that particular year, the book launch meant that things were busier than ever leading into December. Unsurprisingly, my body was the first part of me to say “No.” I got very sick, and on Christmas morning, instead of being fully present with my daughter, sipping eggnog and watching Christmas movies, I was under the covers with a high fever. “This is it,” I told my husband. “I can’t do this anymore.” In that moment, something clicked. I needed to make a change. But another eleven months would pass before I could summon up the courage to sell my half of the company to my business partner, Jen, and make my exit.

The Hustle Is a Lie

Like many female entrepreneurs who have absorbed messages from the male-dominated business world on what it means to be a real entrepreneur, I had bought into the hustle culture: working long hours, feeling guilty if I spent time on anything non-work-related, and sacrificing my personal well-being to build my business. No one was forcing me to hustle. Instead, the sneaky subliminal messaging of the patriarchy was telling me: You’re not smart enough. You’re not fast enough. You’re not doing enough.

As one example of how this harmful messaging plays out for women, in a 2017 study conducted by the Institute for Gender and the Economy (GATE), researchers interviewed high-earning men and women at an oil and gas company to assess their perceptions of their ability to juggle work and parental responsibilities.2 According to the responses, women experienced an intense work-life conflict. They didn’t see a way to balance motherhood with career ambition. Feeling trapped between the two, many ultimately opted to leave their positions. Men, however, felt that work-life balance was attainable, with “balance” meaning working longer hours to climb the corporate ladder. They were almost universally supported by a stay-at-home partner who shouldered the primary responsibility of caretaking at home.

Hustle culture is built around norms that favor the way most men like to work. Underlying these norms is the unspoken assumption that every working adult has the equivalent of a 1950s housewife providing free, all-day support services: housework, running errands, child care, and so on. There’s only one problem: most women don’t have this kind of support, even if their partner helps out on the domestic front. (Many men don’t have support, either, by the way.) And often, because women tend to be paid less than men for doing the same work, it is hard for us to pay for a team of helpers to get everything done, especially in the early days of running a business. As a result, we resort to squeezing more and more out of ourselves and cutting into our personal time, to the detriment of our physical and mental health. I call this pattern of behavior toxic productivity, and we’ll explore it in more depth later in this chapter.

Many business owners also succumb to the hustle culture because of the social pressure to belong and be accepted by other entrepreneurs. We hustle as a badge of honor, especially if we work in industries where we’re the only women in the room. We become addicted to the chase, determined to prove that we can do the work and that we deserve success. We overcommit and overschedule ourselves for fear of missing out on an opportunity to get ahead. Yet the finish line always moves farther away, and our best is never enough.

Patriarchal standards also drive us to compare ourselves to others whose lives and priorities may be different than ours. We beat ourselves up when our homes are not perfectly organized, when the meals we cook (or replace with takeout) are not gourmet, when we can’t volunteer for a school event that conflicts with work. When the way we work looks different from that of our male counterparts, or when our lives and careers don’t seem Instagram-worthy, we compare and despair, and we are more likely to buy into self-perpetuating lies such as:


	“My business is a hot mess.”

	“I stumbled into this work and don’t know what I’m doing.”

	“I’m not qualified enough to do this.”

	“I’m not working hard enough to be successful.”



If we keep proving, pushing, and people pleasing our way through business and life, we are destined to burn out and sabotage what we’ve built. So repeat after me: “My business is not a hot mess. I am enough.”

We need to recognize that many popular models of success that work for men (and that the media celebrates) aren’t good models for us. Books that are about hustling and scaling up by any means necessary—even if it means no sleep, no time for family, and no time for ourselves—don’t consider the things we value. Even business books that embrace a slower-paced lifestyle don’t acknowledge the realities of our lives as women. I got excited by the promise of working less, traveling more, and automating everything in Tim Ferriss’s The 4-Hour Workweek. But as I read the book, I came to doubt that his life of freedom and flexibility was possible for me. Ferriss presents himself in the book as a young Ivy League–educated man who travels the globe while running a financially successful business and relying on time-saving hacks such as delegating the purchase of flowers for his girlfriend to an assistant in India.3 As the parent of a young daughter who was drowning in debt and living with her in-laws to make ends meet, it was tough to relate.

Remember: Your business is not a hot mess. You are not a hot mess. Your business is growing. And you are growing it while leading a busy adult life. Your business looks different because you are Building with L.O.V.E., and it is unfolding at a different pace and in a different way than that of a start-up founder who starts a project, scales it up, sells it, and moves on to the next one. Let me also remind you: you can live the life you want while creating a mission-driven business that represents who you are and what you stand for. But you can only do this if you stop competing in the race of hustle culture and commit to running at your own pace.

The Passion Paradox

It’s not only hustle culture that sucks us into burnout. Sometimes it’s an even sneakier culprit: passion. “Pursue your passion” is a common rallying cry that draws many women to the entrepreneurial path. It certainly influenced me. My father, a man with many side hustles, often said, “Do work you love and marry someone who loves what they do, too.” I took that advice, letting passion be the guiding light that pointed me toward each job I took and each business I started. However, the downside of relentlessly pursuing my passion was that I ignored my health and my important relationships more often than I’d like to admit. One time I took my laptop to a playdate, and Zoe bit the screen, cracking it, to get my attention. I was angry with her but even angrier at myself. I didn’t like who I was becoming, yet I was so obsessed with my work that I couldn’t stop. I was also spending so much time on my computer that I became sedentary, ignoring my body’s signs that I needed to take breaks and be more active. My work was too important, and there wasn’t enough time in a day. There was always one more thing to do.

Don’t get me wrong; there is a lot to be said for doing what you are passionate about as an entrepreneur. But there is a dark side to passion. It can be hard to find the “off” button when you’re running your own business, with no external forces telling you to stop. Many women entrepreneurs feel that there’s always more to do. We’re never done with our workday, and although we try to create some security and stability in our lives, we lack the support many people get from a traditional job. This puts us into a constant state of stress that can break us down.




THE HIGH COST OF PASSION

Did you know that the way you manage your passion can determine your odds of working sustainably throughout your career versus flaming out? A study in Harvard Business Review looked at the causes of burnout among entrepreneurs by examining the two distinct types of passion:4


	HARMONIOUS PASSION. Believing your work is an important part of who you are and feeling easily motivated by your work because it brings you joy and fulfillment.

	OBSESSIVE PASSION. Defining your internal value by your work because of the status, money, or recognition it brings.



The research found that business owners who reported high levels of obsessive passion were more likely to experience burnout. Those entrepreneurs worked very long hours, which led them to experience frustration, exhaustion, and constant stress and anxiety. They reported feeling distracted, ignoring self-care, and neglecting relationships with family and friends. They had to battle the urge to be productive 24/7 and felt emotionally dependent on their work.

In contrast, the entrepreneurs who characterized themselves as having harmonious passion, although excited by their businesses, were more flexible and more willing to take breaks. This left them better able to focus while working. They designed lives that allowed them to spend time on other things without guilt when they weren’t working.

Which group sounds happier? Most entrepreneurs I know would rather approach their businesses with harmonious passion. However, for many working women, obsessive passion is hard to avoid because you almost have to be obsessed with your career to be able to juggle the double shifts of paid work and household work. Fortunately, if you’re trapped in obsessive passion, it’s possible to break your addiction to overwork. It’s a matter of actively choosing harmonious passion and setting yourself up to embrace it every day of your life.




Warning Signs That the Hustle Is Crushing You

In my coaching practice, I’ve found that there are two major signs that people need to make a serious change in how they run their businesses: high-functioning anxiety and toxic productivity. Let’s explore what these warning signs look like, and whether they may be affecting you.

High-Functioning Anxiety

Anxiety is our body’s natural response to stress. In certain situations, such as public speaking or taking a test, a certain amount of anxiety is typical, even healthy. It becomes problematic, however, when it’s so intense that we can’t live our lives or get our work done. High-functioning anxiety is a type of anxiety that’s common to women entrepreneurs. Though not an official mental health diagnosis (and I highly recommend seeking professional support if you think you may need it), it’s a term used to describe individuals who struggle with anxiety while appearing to function optimally to others.5

As business owners, we tend to stretch ourselves thin and push ourselves to the limit. Often, we are also experts at hiding our stress from others, wanting to appear successful, calm, and confident on the outside. This may even drive us to overachieve, rather than holding us back as we strive for perfection. This is high-functioning anxiety in action.

We pay a price for our achievement in the form of disrupted sleep due to racing thoughts, an inability to relax, a struggle to enforce boundaries, and having feelings of overwhelm and personal pressure. Some of the world’s most successful women, including Oprah Winfrey, Adele, Kristen Bell, and Lady Gaga, have spoken publicly about their struggles with high-functioning anxiety. Those of us with this type of anxiety may look as though we have it all figured out, but our private reality is different. Although every person experiences the condition differently, here are some signs of high-functioning anxiety.


	Identifying as a “people pleaser” and having difficulty saying no

	Struggling to let go of perfectionism

	Constantly making to-do lists to stay on task

	Being afraid to disappoint others

	Tending to procrastinate

	Having an intense fear of failure

	Overpreparing for work and projects

	Imagining catastrophic outcomes of events before they happen

	Dwelling on small mistakes

	Becoming irritated easily and snapping at people out of nowhere



If you identify with any of the qualities on this list, you are not alone. Myself and many strong women all over the world have struggled with high-functioning anxiety behind closed doors. The following strategies may help you manage your stress more effectively.


	MEET YOURSELF WITH COMPASSION FIRST. Don’t beat yourself up for feeling anxious. Instead, talk to yourself as you would talk to your child or best friend. Something like, “I see that you’re worried about not having enough time to do it all. I completely understand. That must feel really overwhelming.” If self-compassion is a real challenge for you right now, connect with others facing similar struggles and share what you are going through. Deep breathing can also help you feel a sense of control. I listen to guided meditations in the Insight Timer app by Vanessa Michele and Sarah Blondin. Some great ones to start with are “Finding Calm: SOS Anxiety Relief” and “Healing Through Letting Go.”

	FEEL THE FEELINGS. If you are experience anxious thoughts, don’t dismiss or try to minimize the emotion. Instead, give yourself permission to name the emotion and to really feel it. Set a timer for twenty minutes, and sit with your full range of emotions. Once the timer is done, share what you are going through with a partner, friend, or therapist, or write it in a journal. This exercise allows your fight-or-flight response to calm down, so that more rational thinking can enter the room. If you’d like to connect to your feelings in a self-guided way, Amber Rae has written The Wonder Journal: A Guide to Explore Your Emotions. It’s a choose-your-own adventure playbook to discover your feelings and yourself.

	NAME YOUR FEAR. Find a way to separate your worries from who you are beneath the fear. You can name what you’re afraid of, draw a picture of it, or purchase an item that symbolizes your inner critic. I named my self-critical voice Patronizing Polly. She’s the voice that says, “You don’t know what you’re doing. You’re lazy. You can’t do anything right.” Once you have named your fear or worry voice, tell her she’s safe, and engage in positive self-talk to counteract the negative messaging. My friend Amy Ahlers teaches a compassionate approach to connecting with your self-critic and developing inner wisdom in her book Reform Your Inner Mean Girl.6

	GET CURIOUS. Observe the root of your anxious thoughts. What triggered your feelings? Put your consultant hat on and challenge your assumptions. Consider whether your fears are founded, if you may be overreacting, or if there’s another way to look at the situation. Reaching out to a skilled coach or therapist can guide you through questions to help alleviate anxious thoughts and reframe your perceptions to more empowering truths.

	BORROW FROM YOUR PAST. Think back and consider whether you have been in a similar situation before. How did you cope? What worked, and what didn’t? You can reuse strategies that helped you through similar experiences in the past. Create a menu of activities that have worked. I refer to my self-care menu (you’ll create one in chapter 11). For example, if I start to worry about money, I schedule a call with my therapist, talk to a friend who would understand, or read “The Abundance Prayer” in Tosha Silver’s book It’s Not Your Money.7 This doesn’t solve my money problems, but these actions help my racing mind relax a little, so I can come up with more creative solutions.



Toxic Productivity

Another sign you’re hustling too much is that you are trying to do everything on your own. Wearing too many hats is exhausting. The first step toward building the business you want and living your life with more joy is letting go of toxic productivity, which is the belief that getting more done is the only way to achieve success. Answer the following questions to determine whether toxic productivity may be present in your life.


	Do you find yourself distracted while at work, thinking about the many responsibilities you might be neglecting at home?

	Are you constantly thinking about your business when you’re with your friends or family?

	Do you feel guilty if you’re not doing something that you think is constructive, such as learning, making, creating, or moving a project forward?

	Do you feel a lack of self-worth when you are resting and taking care of yourself instead of tending to the needs of others or your business?

	Do you find yourself working at night or on the weekends out of habit, regardless of whether you are managing a time-sensitive deadline or not?



If you answered yes to any of these questions, toxic productivity is probably sabotaging your efforts both at work and at home. Hustle culture has made you believe that you are only valuable, lovable, and worthy enough when you are being productive. It’s no surprise that you’re burnt out. The antidote: Stop playing the game. Stop hustling. Stop trying to do too much. Get comfortable with the discomfort of not getting everything done, so you can be present for what matters most to you. This may be easier said than done, especially if nonstop working has become your autopilot mode. To actively break these patterns of behavior, you must choose to slow down, trust yourself, and start making conscious business decisions from a place of love. In other words, embrace Intentional Living.

Overcoming Burnout with Intentional Living

The good news is that if you’re caught on the hustle treadmill, there is an off button. The solution is to choose Intentional Living over the hustle lifestyle. Intentional Living is about living your life by design and not by default. It’s about envisioning where you want to go next, setting a goal, and prioritizing what you need to do to get there. It’s about making time for what really matters to you, as opposed to hustling to keep up with societal expectations of how you should be living. Intentional Living will enable you to achieve better focus, more fulfillment, and even fun when you work. It involves giving yourself permission to embrace your pace, reflect on how far you’ve come, and celebrate the smaller milestones of progress along the way.

Part of Intentional Living is making room for serendipity and surrender. Even if you are moving toward a desired destination, there are going to be bumps in the road. This approach to living will help you hold your intentions lightly, loosen your grip on your goals, recalibrate after disappointing detours, take rest stops, and enjoy the journey. You’ll learn to trust the process and love yourself each step of the way.




THE HUSTLE LIFESTYLE VERSUS INTENTIONAL LIVING

To stop proving your worth through productivity, it helps to identify the differences between these two choices. Here are some examples of what people in each category do.







	THE HUSTLE LIFESTYLE
	INTENTIONAL LIVING



	Is obsessively passionate
	Is harmoniously passionate



	Focuses on outcomes and productivity
	Focuses on processes and fulfillment



	Networks for social acceptance
	Builds authentic friendships



	Pursues accomplishments for status
	Pursues projects for growth and learning



	Is driven by the desire for more money
	Is driven by the desire for more meaning



	Neglects relationships and health
	Makes time for relationships and health



	Has the urge to work 24/7
	Takes guilt-free breaks and downtime





Anti-Hustle Strategies

When we are caught up in the hustle, how do we get off that treadmill and onto the path toward Intentional Living? I have discovered that there are three primary ways, which I call my Anti-Hustle Strategies:


	Break the Cycle of F.E.A.R.

	Give yourself permission to be a slow cooker.

	Do a Business Detox.



Here I will give you an overview of each strategy, and in the coming chapters, I will guide you through how to implement them as daily practices in your work and in your life.

Break the Cycle of F.E.A.R.

As I’ve mentioned, the balance that many of us are trying to maintain—working nonstop, overcommitting our schedules, and putting everyone else’s needs before our own—isn’t sustainable. Running a business while hustling to live according to unattainable expectations leads us to what I call the Cycle of F.E.A.R., which we need to break free from.

I’ve identified four mental loops that keep us stuck in this endless cycle and racing toward burnout: forcing, exhaustion, avoidance, and rigidity. Here’s how these four factors play off one another.

[image: image]


	FORCING. When we attempt to force desired outcomes or force our bodies and minds to perform past a healthy threshold to keep up with the daily demands of our lives, we’re operating from a place of time scarcity. We exist in a state of panic, feeling that there are never enough hours in the day to get everything done. Forcing also applies to holding impossible standards of who we should be as entrepreneurs, partners, friends, parents, and neighbors—and the ways we judge ourselves when we don’t measure up. We force instead of trust. We give ourselves no physical or mental rest, which then leads to the next stage . . .

	EXHAUSTION. As women, we often overcommit and overschedule ourselves in an effort to keep others happy while also pursuing our own dreams and ambitions. This people pleasing leads to exhaustion—and when we’re exhausted, we’re moody, frustrated, and irritable, which affects our relationships. We feel apathetic and phone it in, and having depleted our energy and resources, it’s no surprise that we soon find ourselves in the next part of the cycle . . .

	AVOIDANCE. When we’re tired, we avoid important projects that require mental energy and creativity. In denial about how much is on our plates, we lose sight of the big picture and hide in busywork, which leaves no time for the projects and people that matter most. We focus on putting out the urgent fires, instead of on what will make the biggest impact. We can no longer see the forest for the trees. Our to-do list is so long that we can’t prioritize. So we freeze, second-guess every decision, and procrastinate, leaving no room for creative flexibility, which leads to . . .

	RIGIDITY. As entrepreneurs we make plans. We commit and act. Then we stick to the plan, regardless of whether it’s working, because we’ve invested so heavily in it (this is known in economics as the “sunk cost fallacy”). Or we simply do the same thing over and over out of habit because it’s what we’ve always done. When anxiety overwhelms us, we default to old, familiar patterns of behavior. We have tunnel vision, unable to take a step back to assess and reimagine whether there’s a better way to accomplish the results we desire. This inflexible thinking causes more fatigue and overwhelm and leads us right back to forcing.



The first step of breaking the Cycle of F.E.A.R. is acknowledging that we’re caught up in it. We’re sacrificing sleep, skipping meals, and working late-night hours to make sure our clients, partners, and kids (or “fur babies”) are happy. No one is forcing us to live this way, yet our perfectionism is causing us to push ourselves to burnout. How can we stop repeating the pattern of forcing, exhaustion, avoidance, and rigidity? We decide who and what gets our attention and when.

Give Yourself Permission to Be a Slow Cooker

Intentional Living requires some shifts in how we think. There are two work modes: fast and slow. Working fast gets the accolades for accomplishing a great deal in a short amount of time. Working slow is perceived as lazy and inefficient. It reminds me of two popular kitchen appliances: the pressure cooker, which cooks meals in less than an hour, and the slow cooker, which makes a meal over the course of a full day. The difference is the amount of time it takes to have a delicious meal on the table. Neither is wrong or better than the other. Both get the same results, but they work in different ways.

To get everything done, many of us have been operating in our businesses and lives as though we’re cooking with a pressure cooker. We multitask and work through our to-do list as quickly as possible. In my experience, doing everything in the fastest way distorts our perspective, making it impossible to keep sight of the bigger picture and live mindfully.

What would happen if you gave yourself permission to be like a slow cooker? A slow cooker allows you to let a dish simmer for hours, while you go about the other activities of your day. You have the space to leave and do other things, while also knowing you can check on the progress of the food whenever you want or need to.

Rather than attempting to do the impossible single-handedly, honor your work style and let your business simmer. When we let things simmer, we’re able to slow down and trust that the most important things will get done with perfect timing.

Do a Business Detox

When I ran Simple Green Smoothies, I hosted 21-day plant-based cleanses in which participants eliminated certain foods to help eat healthier and release toxins









	BUSINESS
	PERSONAL LIFE



	Write newsletter
	Make a grocery list



	Research flights to New York
	Do back-to-school shopping



	Record podcast interview
	Drop off donations



	Design website home page
	Buy baby shower gift



	Send proposal to potential client
	Pay credit card bill



	Research retreat locations
	Reschedule dentist appointment








	CREATE. These are things that you need more time and creative bandwidth to accomplish, including writing something new, or editing or reviewing something you’ve already created.

	DELEGATE. These are things you can ask someone on your team or in your family to do. I usually add them to my next team meeting with my assistant or to my next couples meeting with my husband.

	ELIMINATE. These are items that you’ve decided don’t need to be done in the next thirty to ninety days. If you think you may want to revisit them, you can add them to your Dream Bank (which I’ll discuss in chapter 8).

	COLLABORATE. This includes bigger projects that you know you can’t complete on your own, for which you will have to hire an outside paid consultant, such as a designer, or brainstorm with a thought partner, such as someone on your team.

	EMAIL. This category is for important emails that you don’t want to risk losing in your inbox.

	CALL. You can list all calls that are on your mental declutter list, whether for making an appointment or for catching up with a friend or family member.

	PAY. These are any purchases for which you need to pull out a credit card and make a payment online or write a check.

	PERSONAL. These are more personal tasks that need to be done at home or errands that need to be done outside in your neighborhood.










	Create (2 hours, 30 minutes) Write newsletter (1 hour)
Record podcast interview (1 hour, 30 minutes)
	Delegate (1 hour)
Research flights to New York (30 minutes)
Drop off donations (30 minutes)



	Eliminate
Research retreat locations
	Collaborate (3 hours)
Design website home page (3 hours)









	Email (30 minutes)
Send proposal to potential client (30 minutes)
	Call (5 minutes)
Reschedule dentist appointment (5 minutes)



	Pay (35 minutes)
Buy baby shower gift (30 minutes) Pay credit card bill (5 minutes)
	Personal (2 hours, 30 minutes) Make a grocery list (30 minutes) Do back-to-school shopping (2 hours)
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