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TESTIMONIALS

This book is a must read for everyone who wants to make thoughtful, authentic decisions about their career and life path. Youre not like a treeyou dont have to stay in the same place all the time. But having the courage to make a bold move is only part of the story. As Dr. McDaniel explains so well, there are many other factors to consider: Are you truly prepared? Do you have the necessary level of experience for success? Is that next stepbe it a city or a jobthe right fit? This book guides you through the kinds of thoughtful questions youve got to work through before making a major move, so you can make it with confidence.

What makes this book so valuable is how it encourages readers to look at themselves honestlyto examine their authenticity and assess whether an opportunity is genuinely appropriate for their goals. Fit is everything, and this book helps you understand if youre a fit for a certain position or path. Whether you are contemplating a bold move of your own or feeling as stuck as a tree rooted in place, this book can help you figure out the right path forward for you. Preparedness and authenticitythese are the keys to making decisions that will help you get more win-wins out of life.

Gene DeFilippo, President, DeFilippo and Associates, LLC; Former Director of Athletics, Villanova University and Boston College

Whether you lead soldiers, employees, or fellow athletes, Win-Win Leadership is mandatory developmental reading. Dr. Karen McDaniel nails the critical gaps between leaders and those they lead on and off your field of competition in todays world.

Lieutenant Colonel Joseph Loar, Retired Former Battalion Commander, 1-327 IN, 101st Airborne Division

Win-Win Leadership speaks directly to the quiet crisis unfolding in todays workplaces: People are starving for authenticity while leaders are burning out under models that no longer serve anyone. With clarity and compassion, Dr. McDaniel reframes authenticity not as oversharing or sentimentality, but as the disciplined alignment between values, self-awareness, and the courage to make bold, sometimes uncomfortable choices. What makes this book especially powerful is its insistence that growth does not require sacrifice or settling; true leadership creates conditions where individuals and organizations can thrive together. This is an essential guide for anyone ready to stop playing by outdated rules and start leading from a place of integrity, courage, and genuine collaboration.

Magdalena Fosse, PsyD, PhD

Dr. Karen McDaniel has a gift for helping people see the leader within themselves. In Win-Win Leadership, she brings that same gift to every page, sharing her wisdom, courage, and authenticity in a way that makes you feel personally seen and inspired. Her message reminds us that true leadership isnt about titles or power; its about purpose, empathy, and the courage to grow while lifting others.

Atin Suri, CEO, Suri Hospitality Group

The author masterfully weaves captivating stories that immerse you in vivid landscapes of emotion and experience. I love her quote about making decisions from a place of wisdom rather than a place of fear. I highly recommend it for anyone seeking a truly interesting read with stories that give you advice on making your life better.

Jim Corter, President, Corter Consulting; Strategic Leadership Coach

Win-Win Leadership is an insightful and great guide offering real strategies for leadership development. It is a must read for anyone looking to make a positive impact and grow as a leader!

Mark Young, CEO and President, Jonesboro Regional Chamber of Commerce

Karen McDaniel provides a concise, yet complete, guide to navigating around roadblocks to a leaders effectiveness and gaining critical interpersonal skills that can be leveraged to improve your leadership style.

Lexanne Horton, Chief Financial Officer, Ritter Communications

Dr. McDaniels Win-Win Leadership redefines what it means to lead with heart and integrity. Her approach invites professionals to discover their authentic selves, navigate change with courage, and build genuine connections that drive lasting success. A must read.

Michael Stern, CEO, Proventus; Former US Naval Aviator

Win-Win Leadership is a must-read book on leadership that beautifully connects everyday life experiences to powerful leadership lessons. The Bold chapter especially stood out to meits inspiring, authentic, and truly empowering.

Rosey Flaherty, CPA, MSA, Tax Manager, BPM LLP; Forbes 2025 Americas Top 200 CPAs


[image: imgtitle.jpg]




Copyright  2026 by Karen R. McDaniel, PhD

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without prior written consent of the author, except as provided by the United States of America copyright law.

Published by Forbes Books, Charleston, South Carolina.

An imprint of Advantage Media Group.

Forbes Books is a registered trademark, and the Forbes Books colophon is a trademark of Forbes Media, LLC.

Printed in the United States of America.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

ISBN: 979-8-88750-777-4 (Hardcover)

ISBN: 979-8-88750-778-1 (eBook)

ISBN: 979-8-88750-779-8 (Audiobook)

Library of Congress Control Number: 2026900876

Cover design by Ruthie Wood.

Layout design by Lance Buckley.

This custom publication is intended to provide accurate information and the opinions of the author in regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher, Forbes Books, is not engaged in rendering legal, financial, or professional services of any kind. If legal advice or other expert assistance is required, the reader is advised to seek the services of a competent professional.

Since 1917, Forbes has remained steadfast in its mission to serve as the defining voice of entrepreneurial capitalism. Forbes Books, launched in 2016 through a partnership with Advantage Media, furthers that aim by helping business and thought leaders bring their stories, passion, and knowledge to the forefront in custom books. Opinions expressed by Forbes Books authors are their own. To be considered for publication, please visit books.Forbes.com.

02-10-2026 1:0




Those who teach us the most are often the hardest to quote. Therefore, this book is dedicated to my mother, Mayron Rogers, my biggest supporter and teacher. Growing up, she put everything she had into me and my future. Mom, you taught me to follow my dreams, to never give up, and to be strong. Thank you for always believing in me. I love you!
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INTRODUCTION

Five faces looked to me expectantly, waiting for me to speak. I carefully wiped the chalk dust off my hands, smoothed my shirt, and stood a little taller, mustering all the authority available to me as a self-confident seven-year-old.

Now, for todays lesson, well be covering fractions. I cleared my throat and scribbled on the chalkboard 1/2 + 1/2 = ? before turning back to my captive audience. Their silence didnt deter me.

Yes, Pinky Baby? I called on the baby doll sitting in the front row of my makeshift classroom, even though she hadnt moved to raise her hand. She was the most lifelike of the group, which was otherwise peppered with a mix of dolls homemade by my grandmother, some Barbies, a lifelike doll, and a variety of stuffed animals, along with my cat. Pinky Baby was the smaller version of my Pinky Honey doll. She had a soft pink cloth body and a plastic head featuring blue eyes with short lashes and a pert cherry-colored mouthwhich, in my mind, now uttered a single word: One.

Pinky Baby had come to class prepared that day, apparently. Yes, thats correct, I said and nodded, confirming her imagined response. Seconds later, I was turning back to the chalkboard, filling in the answer: 1/2 + 1/2 = 2/2 = 1.

This was how I spent many afternoons after school while growing up as an only child in small-town Tennessee. My grandfather, an army careerist who had served in the Second World War, was with the areas National Guard at the time, and hed brought home an old chalkboard from work that would have otherwise ended up in the trash. To him, it was a toy for his granddaughter to play with. To me, it was a tool to teach with. Id taken up teaching after school at age five, when the lessons had centered on basics such as spelling and reading. As Id grown, the lessons had grown with me, and now, at age seven, fractions were the topic of the day.

That chalkboard, set up in the basement of my parents home, became my classroom. Id put a small table in front of it, on which Id carefully placed my teaching materialsbooks, chalk, papersand lined up my studentsmy dolls and stuffed animals. After school, Id come home and teach them what I had learned that day, sharing the wealth of knowledge that school had provided me.

Those afternoons were magic to me. The screech of chalk against the blackboard and the feel of dust on my hands did not mar the satisfaction I got when my students excelled. (I admit: Pinky Baby was the star student.) I knew at five years old that I wanted to be a teacher. I didnt realize it completely then, but I was tapping into a part of myself that would continue to shape and define my adult years, finding an authentic joy in educating and coaching others that would ultimately define my careerand who I would become as a person.

These days, Im no longer teaching fractions to baby dolls and stuffed animalsIm coaching executives, managers, and professionals of all kinds on how to lead authentically and sustainably, in a way that honors their needs while contributing to others. Traditional command-and-control approaches that once defined successful leadership are now crumbling under the weight of remote work, generational shifts, and an increasingly diverse workforce that demands transparency and genuine connection. Employees are leaving jobs not because of poor pay or benefits but because they feel disconnected from leaders who seem inauthentic or solely focused on bottom-line results. Meanwhile, leaders themselves are burning out, caught between outdated playbooks and the real human needs of their teams. To thrive in this new era, leaders must learn to lead from their authentic selves, creating environments where everyone can win. That is the end goal of this book: getting to the win-wins, both at work and in life at large.

Making Bold Moves


You dont have to have it all figured out to move forward. Original source unknown



When I was your age, I didnt know where my next carton of milk was going to come from! This was my fathers first reaction to the news that I was planning on quitting my teaching job to get a PhD. My father had grown up very poor on a farm in rural Tennessee. He had worked hard to make sure that I never had to worry about where my next carton of milk was going to come from. And he and my mother had instilled in me early on the importance of smart finances and independence. They were thrilled that Id gotten a high school teaching job, which promised security and a reliable pensionand my decision to leave that behind terrified them. But I was terrified, tooterrified that if I did not take this opportunity, Id regret it for the rest of my life.

Its difficult to define my career by a single path. I transitioned from accounting to teaching high school math to leadership development in colleges of business and, finally, to executive coaching and consulting. My evolving career was driven by a fierce desire to keep on learning, and I had devoted fifteen years of my life to getting my education, including attending summer school and winter terms on top of the normal spring and fall terms. Whatever I was studying, I always saw it as a way of preparing for my next role, whatever that was.

The professional roles Ive held have varied significantly, each coming with its own rewards and challenges, but they all share one thing: They involved helping others, not only imparting knowledge to them but also helping them to better understand their selveshow they best learn, communicate, and interact within ecosystems of other people, be it in a classroom or a boardroom. While its easy to identify that red thread now, it wasnt always obvious to me amid the twists and turns of my winding career path.

Many of those twists and turns have been driven by bold moves that some might characterize as risky and others might characterize as foolish. You might also call them courageous. If youve ever considered a bold move yourselfquitting the job you hate but that pays well, taking the job you want but dont feel quite ready for, switching career tracks entirelyyou know the stomach-churning feeling these decisions can create. They can also create wonderful opportunities.

The beginnings of my professional life were straightforward enough: I had a talent for numbers in middle and high school, so when I graduated, I went to community college to complete the training needed to become an accountant. But deep down, I knew that introverted job was not for me. I wanted to be out in the world, interacting with others, not sitting at a desk and crunching numbers, as I had an innate ability to understand people and interpersonal dynamics that I felt should be put to use. So, I went on to get a bachelor of science in business administration. It brought together my natural affinity for numbers and my desire to work with people, with its courses spanning management, mathematics, data processing, accounting, and secondary education.

When I graduated, I got a job as a math teacher at the local high school in my hometown of Lexington, Tennessee. I was living my childhood dream, standing in front of a chalkboard (although the math was a bit more complicated than the fractions I had taught Pinky Baby). Hungry for more, I also taught algebra two nights a week at the local community college and, for two years, spent one night a week pursuing my MBA.

It was toward the end of my MBA program that one of my professors approached me and said, Karen, have you ever thought about getting your PhD?

My initial response: Im just a small-town girl from West Tennessee! Me?

Maybe I had not yet learned to recognize my own worthbut this professor saw something in me and shed a light on it that I could not at the time. With the idea planted in my mind, I started doing my researchand the more I learned about the possibility, the more interested I got. I decided to go for it. It was a bold decision, leaving behind the security of my teaching jobespecially given that Id just received my MBA, which meant an automatic pay raisebut it felt right, and I greeted the change of plans, scary as it was, with enthusiasm.

While my mother, my eternal cheerleader, shared my enthusiasm, my father was more hesitant. He asked a lot of questions: Arent you worried about losing your benefits? What about retirement planning? He was baffled by my decision to throw away a career path that promised security to step into the unknown world of academia.

In an effort to make me rethink my decision, my father trotted out his milk carton line. I reassured my parents that I had a plan in place and had done the math to make sure Id be able to cover my milk cartons (as well as other necessities, such as student insurance) while studying. I did mention that a PhD was essentially a guarantee of a very high-paying job, although it would be a lot of work and might take many years to get tenure.

Still, despite my own nebulous future and my parents well-intentioned concerns, I went ahead and got my PhD in organizational behavior, human resource management, and strategic management, with additional studies in neuropsychology and marketing. Eventually, my parents came around. And I never looked back. It was a bold move that would ultimately pay off.

Teaching Leadership, Learning Myself


Stop shrinking yourself to fit places youve outgrown. Original source unknown



Before I even got my PhD, I had long recognized that I preferred teaching adults rather than children. I thrived in the classroom when I was able to exchange ideas with my students, providing direction and guidance while also being challenged by others ideas. Maybe part of that came from being an only child who grew up in a rural area. I never spent much time around young kidsI was more often surrounded by adults: my parents and grandparents, people at church, and so forth. The adult world of academia thus suited me very wellbut it wasnt until I started teaching courses in leadership development that I really hit my stride.

When I began teaching at universities in Tennessee, Virginia, and Arkansas, I was given courses covering a range of topics, from organizational behavior to human resource (HR) management. Later, I moved on to graduate-level organizational behavior and leadership development. Throughout this experience, I didnt enjoy the HR side of things as much, as HR is more policy driven. I was far more interested in the behavioral side and how people interact and get alongmotivation, perception, personality, conflict resolution, and emotional intelligence.

Then I started teaching at the graduate leveland thats when it really clicked: This is fabulous! I was teaching adults from all walks of life: aspiring CEOs, military veterans, and international students from Kuwait, Nepal, Saudi Arabia, China, Japan, India, France, and beyond. And I had the opportunity to help them not only learn but also level up their careers. Teaching a subject such as math, English, or history is very different from teaching people how to lead: how to recognize their own strengths and weaknesses, develop their unique leadership style, and communicate with others effectively, regardless of position, personality type, or professional title.

I was adamant about one thing: I wanted my students to actually learn leadership, not just read about it. I wanted to go beyond a prescriptive syllabus, coursework, and exams. So, I created a leadership development class for the graduate programand I invited my students to help me.

On the first day of the course, I put the desks in a circle, arranging my students as carefully as I had once arranged my dolls in my parents basement, and put my own chair in the middle. As my students entered the room, they looked at me, puzzled, wondering about the unusual classroom setup.

I told them, Im going to sit here in the middle of the groupand I would like for you all to help me write the syllabus for this new course. Im going to give you a few parameters, but I want your help fulfilling my vision for this class.

And so they did. From day one, they had buy-in because theyd helped create the course criteria, and I discovered that allowing them to set the standards empowered them while also holding them accountable.

That class became one of the most interesting and challenging I ever taught. Instead of using a textbook, I gave my students articles to reada lot of them from Harvard Business Review, whose pieces are more hands-on and applicable than just theoretical academic papers. The students could read the articles on their own time; I just asked that they kept journal entries about their reading as a graded assignment.

Throughout the course, we also referred to the DISC behavioral profile and manual, which will be described further in chapter 5. DISC is a behavioral assessment tool that categorizes people into four main personality or communication styles. I am certified by TTI Success Insights to administer and interpret DISC behavioral assessments, helping individuals and teams improve their communication, performance, and self-awareness. The acronym DISC stands for dominance, influence, steadiness, and conscientiousness: the four key behavior traits that all individuals embody. Its important to note that every person embodies all these traits, just to varying degrees.

I asked my students to incorporate DISC into their interactions with othersand I made sure that they had opportunities for a lot of interactions. There werent any tests in this class. Instead, we went out into the community for real-world learning. For example, we raised money for St. Judes Childrens Research Hospitaland then we visited the hospital, where the CFO (an alumnus of the university) gave us a tour and spoke about professional development. Here, we heard the difficult stories about what had brought the kids to the hospital and learned where the money wed raised had gone, including the sorts of research it had funded. Additionally, my students put together hundreds of craft kits for patients.

I also required my students to attend chamber of commerce events, such as receptions and seminars. They would come dressed professionally and with their business cards in hand, ready to hand out if they connected with someone. I also asked them to have their rsums updated and ready to send out at a moments noticejust in case they met someone on-site who said, Hey, I have a job opening. Preparation made the promise of possibility more tangible. And when the students gave their final presentation at the end of the semester, I encouraged them to invite any contacts they had made, telling them, You never know what might come of it.

This business leadership course fulfilled a vision Id been creating in my mind for a long time. I was trying to build something where students got out into the community and actually learned the practice of business leadershiprather than just sitting in a classroom, reading a book, and taking a test. In doing so, in encouraging them to forge connections and build relationships, I wanted them to see how leadership could be used in service of others.

Service has been central to my career in many ways. I have done many leadership programs and initiatives at local, state, regional, and national levels. One initiative Im especially proud of is my appointment to the Delta Leadership Institute Executive Academy by the governor of Arkansas. This initiative brings together people from eight states in the Delta regionall economically challenged rural areasto work on issues such as broadband access, clean water, and sustainable resources. Such acts of service have always been fulfilling to me as well as professionally productive, helping me make valuable connections. When I first moved to various states, I didnt know a soul, and my community service was critical to building my network. I wanted my students to recognize the benefit of such relationship building early on in their careers.

In helping my students go beyond the classroom and step into the real world, I encouraged them to take steps to identify their authentic selvesto consider their gifts, question their purpose, and understand where they could contribute to society. It was immensely gratifying to see many of them come into their own and gain confidencethe same kind of confidence Id called on when Id decided to make the bold move to leave the security of my teaching job and pursue a PhD.

But while I watched my students make their bold moves and head forth into the world, something kept coming up in my mind. Was I in the right place? For the most part, I felt I was doing exactly what I was supposed to be doingand excelling at it. I had won numerous teaching and service awards. I had served as department chair, graduate program director, and faculty athletics representative (FAR), which led to the regional and national roles of Sun Belt Conference FAR chair and NCAA FARA executive committee member. I had achieved everything a faculty member could achieve, but I didnt aspire to become a dean or chancellorthe logical next stepas such a role would encase me in the executive world, away from the students I loved to work with.

The question then became, Whats next? It would take an unexpected offerand another bold moveto figure out the answer.

Finding the Courage to Step into Authenticity


Dont be afraid to start over. Its a chance to build something better this time. Original source unknown



My exit from academia was unexpected. It began when I was appointed by a provost to be on a dean search committee responsible for choosing an executive search firm. We reviewed five firms, interviewed three over Zoom, and selected one to come to campus. When the executive from the search firm arrived, I introduced myself, mentioning that wed met on the Zoom call.

Five minutes into the conversation, he looked at me and said, in front of the entire dean search committee, Im going to hire you! The he paused, catching what hed said, and added, When youre finished with higher education. I literally looked down at my watch to check the timemarking the moment when my future shifted.

In the back of my mind, I had always thought I might want to work in leadership consulting and executive coaching. But this aspiration was always intended for somedayafter retirement, maybe fifteen or twenty years down the road. I hadnt planned to leave academia until then. Then came that pivotal conversation with the executive search consultant, and something clicked. I had aligned my work as best as possible with the things I was most passionate aboutfor example, my leadership development course, which focused so heavily on engaged teaching and active service. Still, I wondered, could I be doing more?

Soon thereafter, I was talking with that executive search firms senior global VP, the CFO, and the rest of the team. The firm had a department that specialized in academic searches for deans, presidents, and chancellors. I realized this was an unprecedented opportunity to make a significant career change. If I didnt take it, I might be stuck in academia forever. I believe in setting deliberate goals, so I took a piece of paper, wrote Leave academia at the top, and then listed the things I needed to do to make that happenget a new business suit, find a financial advisor, secure strong references, and a few other key steps. Most importantly, I put a date on it: July 2022. It was already March, which gave me only a small window of time. But I did it. My last day in academia was July 31, 2022.

After that amazing corporate experience, I decided to devote myself fully to my leadership consulting, speaking, and executive coaching business, Empowering Executives, which I started in 2011 as a side venture alongside my academic career. The company offers tailored solutions to help leaders unlock their full potential through consulting and speaking engagements. Throughout my career, I have worked with people from all walks of life and from all over the world: hoteliers, athletes, C-suite executives, and even pageant queens. And in this new rolea far cry from teaching high school math, where my journey beganI have come into my own. I feel more like myself than I did in the twenty-plus years I spent in academia.

When I left academia, I expected people to be shocked. Id had a great job with excellent security, and Id excelled at it. Why leave?

However, I was pleasantly surprised by the reality of the situation. One of my former supervisors called me after I shared my news. He said, I just want to tell you how much I admire your courage. He explained that hed had opportunities to leave the university
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