
    
    [image: title page]
    
Contents



Title Page

Contents

Copyright

Dedication

Author’s Note

Nice Is Your Superpower

Be Ambitious and Likeable

Speak Up Assertively and Nicely

Give Feedback Directly and Kindly

Make Decisions Firmly and Collaboratively

Negotiate with Strategy and Empathy

Invest in Yourself and Be a Team Player

Set Boundaries and Be Caring

Multiply Your Superpower

Acknowledgments

Notes

Index

About the Author

Connect with HMH



First Mariner Books edition 2019

Copyright © 2018 by Fran Hauser

 

All rights reserved

 

For information about permission to reproduce selections from this book, write to trade.permissions@hmhco.com or to Permissions, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company, 3 Park Avenue, 19th Floor, New York, New York 10016.

 

hmhbooks.com

 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Hauser, Fran, author.

Title: The myth of the nice girl : achieving a career you love without becoming a person you hate / Fran Hauser.

Description: Boston : Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2018. | Includes bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2017046069 (print) | LCCN 2017054639 (ebook) | ISBN 9781328832979 (ebook) | ISBN 9781328832955 (hardcover) | ISBN 978-1-328-59282-8 (paperback)

Subjects: LCSH: Women—Vocational guidance. | Career development. | Assertiveness in women. | Success in business.

Classification: LCC HF5382.6 (ebook) | LCC HF5382.6 .H375 2018 (print) | DDC 650.1—dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2017046069

 

Cover design by Martha Kennedy

 

v4.0220

 

Out of respect for their privacy, I have changed the names and characterizing details of some of the people who appear in these pages.




 

 

 

 


  
    To my formal and informal mentors . . .
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Author’s Note

The one question I’ve been asked the most over the course of my career is, “How can you be so nice . . . and still be successful?”

It first struck me that this is a real issue that women struggle with when I was president of digital for People magazine back in 2009. So many of the women I worked with and mentored wanted to better understand how I had risen to that leadership position while having a reputation for being so nice.

I came to realize that many of these young women were convinced that they had to somehow suppress their “niceness” to get ahead. They were worried—and sometimes rightly so—that if they acted kindly and collaboratively at work, they’d be labeled as “too nice.” The ongoing myth of the “nice girl” is that she’s weak, a pushover, a “people pleaser,” and clearly not someone who is a natural leader or super effective at her job. At the same time, these women were concerned that if they voiced their opinions, stood up for themselves, and put their own ambition first, they’d end up in another box, this one labeled “bitch.” One after another, women asked me how they could find the perfect balance between being nice and being strong at work.


The truth is that it’s taken me years to find my own balance, and it’s something I still struggle with from time to time. When I was in my twenties, I received advice from bosses and mentors to act tougher and to develop a harder edge. “Fran, you’re too nice,” they told me. “You need to toughen up, or people will walk all over you.” I bought into this myth and tried stifling my empathy and kindness, but the truth was, behaving that way just wasn’t me. It felt fake and inauthentic. Plus, I saw that it wasn’t as effective for my career as using kindness had been.

After years of self-discovery, building a successful career, and paying close attention to what worked and—most importantly—what felt right for me, I ultimately came to see that I didn’t have to sacrifice my values or hide my authentic personality in the name of achieving success. In fact, as I learned to own my natural kindness, it has become my professional superpower. It has helped me build my personal confidence; the loyalty of those who’ve worked with me; and a strong, trusting, faithful network of colleagues, mentors, and mentees. I fully believe it can do the same things for you.

Over the past eight years, I’ve had thousands of conversations about this topic with women—one-on-one, via social media and digital mentoring platforms, and through speaking engagements. I’ve shared my own experiences, as well as the insights from my various mentors and colleagues. Back in 2009, I also did some research to see what resources were available for all the women who were facing this same issue. But what I found was disappointing: no business guides seemed to regard being nice as powerful at all. In fact, too many books still put forward the myth that “nice girls” can’t get the corner office or become respected leaders. That was when I realized that there was a need for this book.

Then, my life took a turn. Our first son, Anthony, came into our lives in 2010 and our second son, Will, followed in 2011. Between being a mom and having a demanding career, my life was overflowing. So I pressed pause on writing the book. Then, in 2014, I took the scary and thrilling step of creating a new career for myself. I left media and moved into startup investing. When I saw just how much my network helped support me in that career transition, I started thinking seriously about the book again.

The breakthrough moment for me was a blog post I wrote for Forbes.com in January 2016, entitled “How Nice Women Can Finish First When They Ask the Right Questions.” It really struck a chord with readers and became one of the most popular posts in Denise Restauri’s Mentoring Moments series. I was suddenly overwhelmed with women reaching out to me through Facebook, Twitter, and email. That was when I knew that not only was there still a need for this book, but that I had to write it.

While I’ve received very strong support for the book in many circles, I’ve also received pushback from others. The word “nice” is emotionally loaded for many women; some have an immediate, adverse reaction to it. I fully understand that, and it’s precisely why I want to “rebrand” the idea of a “nice girl” as someone who is not meek or a people pleaser, but who uses her authentic kindness to sidestep regressive stereotypes about what a strong leader looks like. There is real power hidden in traits like empathy, kindness, and compassion that are undervalued in the business world. When coupled with an appropriate dose of savvy and ambition, these overlooked superpowers can help launch your career to the top.

In these pages, you will discover the principles that have allowed me and hundreds of other strong, kind women to rise above double standards and thrive in the workforce. The Myth of the Nice Girl will show you how to negotiate powerfully, to speak up so people listen, to project confidence, to own your decisions, and to deal with conflict—all while never hiding the nice woman you know yourself to be. When you reject the outdated playbook that says you must be ruthless in order to succeed in business and instead learn how to harness the untapped strength of kindness, your power to achieve your dreams and goals will be unstoppable.

 


  Fran Hauser



  Summer 2017
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Nice Is Your Superpower

WHEN I WAS IN MY EARLY TWENTIES, I WAS working at Ernst & Young, one of the biggest professional services firms in the world. I was young, ambitious, and extremely hard working, and I was doing well in my role there, but I was also getting a lot of feedback from my boss about specific things I needed to work on.

For example, one of the companies my team was assigned to service was Coca-Cola Bottling Company of New York. I was the youngest person on the team and felt incredibly intimidated by one of the vice presidents at Coke, who was an imposing older man. In our meetings, I found myself constantly nodding and agreeing to pretty much everything he and the other people in the room said; I was just too nervous to speak up and voice my own opinions. Either that or I uttered a noncommittal “That’s interesting,” no matter what subject was being discussed. We could have been talking about what to get for lunch, and if someone had suggested sushi, my response would have been, “That’s interesting.”

I just didn’t want to make waves or create any conflict by voicing a strong opinion one way or the other. It was my way of showing interest and being a part of the conversation while always trying to remain agreeable. But looking back on this, I can’t help but laugh at myself. Who knew that sushi could be so interesting?

One day, after one of these meetings, my boss pulled me aside. “Fran, you’re yessing the client to death,” he told me. “It’s okay to push back sometimes if you do it respectfully. It actually makes you less interesting to just say ‘yes’ or ‘that’s interesting’ all the time. You need to start saying something more significant and sharing your opinions.”

This was the first time I realized that I was trying to be too much of a “people pleaser” at work. By hiding behind a façade of agreeableness, I was hijacking my own effectiveness. Of course I had my own opinions and ideas, but I had been waiting for permission to share them. And now I had it.

In the next meeting, the client made a suggestion about changing how we disclosed certain information on the quarterly financial statements. I thought it was a great idea, but I wasn’t sure that we could make the change and still meet our deadline for that quarter. Feeling nervous and with my voice probably quieter than it should have been, I said, “Why don’t we implement that change in the next quarter so we can make sure to meet this quarter’s deadline?”

After I spoke, I looked up at the client nervously, afraid that he would think my comment was stupid or off-putting. “That’s a good point,” he said simply, and I breathed a huge sigh of relief.

Over the coming weeks, I started speaking up more and more, and I grew increasingly comfortable with voicing my thoughts. I knew it was working a few weeks later when the client stopped at my cube after a meeting and actually asked for my opinion about something. He had never done this before. I realized that by sharing my opinions on a more regular basis in our meetings, I’d proven to him that my thoughts had value.

This was a big step in the right direction, but I was still getting some negative pushback about my relationships with people inhouse. I was spending a lot of time trying to get my colleagues’ buy-in before making a decision, and I had a mentor who kept encouraging me to toughen up and stop worrying so much about what other people thought.

I had a colleague named Jane who was responsible for giving approval for the proposals we sent out to clients. Jane was notorious for taking her time with her approvals, and she always gave me a hard time, especially when I approached her with a tight deadline. Normally, I did my best to accommodate her, but when my boss came to me with a new proposal that he needed to send right away, I was torn. My gut told me to go to Jane and just honestly explain the situation, but I kept hearing my mentor’s voice in my ear telling me to be tougher and to stop worrying about getting other people’s buy-in.

Finally, I decided to go above Jane’s head to her boss, Eric. I knew he would understand the urgency and give me the approval I needed without asking too many questions. And he did. My boss was pleased, my mentor approved, and the proposal was a win. But knowing how I had bypassed Jane, I didn’t feel right about the way I’d gotten that win.

I asked myself how I would have felt if someone treated me in the same way I’d treated Jane, and the answer was “not good.” I had disenfranchised her by going above her head. And, sure enough, that ill-gotten win came back to haunt me the very next time I needed approval from Jane: she said no. I went back to Eric, but he told me, “I’m sorry, Fran, but you need to work with Jane on this one.”

Deep down, I knew he was right. I couldn’t keep going above Jane’s head. I needed to find a way to work with her. But at this point, I was so confused about how to go about it. Should I go with my instincts to be nice and accommodating . . . or double down on my new tough approach that had gotten me the results I wanted last time?


Feeling torn, I thought back to my original role model and source of inspiration: my mother. She was an Italian immigrant (my family moved to the United States when I was two years old) with four children when she opened a tailoring shop in Mount Kisco, New York, in the 1970s. Her English was broken, and she didn’t have any professional training, but she managed to become a successful small businesswoman. This was thanks in part to her skills, but mostly due to her personality. She was always incredibly kind and loving to her clients, and they absolutely adored her for it.

My father was the same way. A stonemason who served mostly wealthy local clients, he was (and still is) one of the most beloved members of our community. My parents’ clients were always loyal and incredibly giving to my family. They gave us bags of hand-me-down designer clothing, let us use their swimming pools in the summer, and one of them even sold me my first car—a 1970s baby blue Fiat with no power steering—for just a few hundred dollars. But it wasn’t just about generously sharing their wealth with us; these people genuinely liked and respected my parents because they were so nice.

I thought about my situation with Jane and asked myself what my parents would have done in a similar situation. While I was trying to succeed in the corporate world rather than in a tailoring or stonemasonry business, it was important to me to develop the same types of relationships with colleagues and clients that my parents had with theirs—and to do it in a way that I felt good about.

I went to Jane the next day and asked her out to lunch. She hesitantly agreed, and as soon as we sat down, I apologized straight from the heart. “Jane,” I told her, “I really messed up.” I explained the pressure I was feeling to deliver a fast “yes” to my boss. “Knowing how quickly we needed the proposal turned around, I felt in the moment that it would be best to go to Eric right away,” I said, “but I realized after the fact that I disrespected you and didn’t give you a chance. I’m so sorry, and I promise that, going forward, this will never happen again.”

I could see a wave of relief come over Jane, and she graciously accepted my apology. For the rest of our time at lunch, I took advantage of the opportunity to get to know her a little better. I learned that she had two young girls, and when I asked to see pictures of them, Jane’s face completely lit up. This was a lovely side of her that I’d never seen before—a side of her that I’d never given myself an opportunity to see.

I stayed true to my promise to never again go above Jane’s head. But more important, I was never even tempted to. Jane and I developed a great working relationship. Whenever I needed something from her, I made sure to go to her first. I also frequently went out of my way to touch base with her and ask about her daughters. I found that she was so much more receptive to my requests—even under tight deadlines—when I made a personal connection and she saw that I truly cared about her life outside of work.

Nice Is Your Capital

This was a huge turning point for me. Seeing how well my instincts to be nice served me with Jane inspired me to embrace this intrinsic part of my personality at work. But I also didn’t ignore my mentor’s feedback to toughen up. I definitely needed to balance my natural niceness with a good dose of strength. Over time, I was surprised to find that owning my niceness actually made it easier for me to speak up, push back, and voice my opinions at work because I wasn’t so consumed by trying to be something I was not. Instead, my confidence soared along with my effectiveness because I was finally free to be my authentically nice and caring self.

This doesn’t mean it was an overnight fix. Quite the opposite, actually! It’s been a lifelong struggle for me to find that perfect balance between being nice and being strong at work. But what I learned from my experience with Jane was that I didn’t have to hide that part of me any longer.

I’m so grateful that I learned that lesson when I did. Once I truly started to own my niceness, it became a huge asset throughout my career. Of course, Jane wasn’t the only person who responded more positively to me when I treated her with genuine kindness and compassion. Most of the people I encountered at Ernst & Young and later at Coke; Moviefone; AOL; Time, Inc.; and then as an early stage investor and advisor were more likely to remain loyal, stick with me in a negotiation, pick up the phone, return an email, do me a simple favor, and even bend over backwards when I needed them to, all because I’d previously treated them kindly.

Yet, despite all of these experiences, I still found myself at times struggling to accept the fact that being nice was such a big part of my identity. In fact, when I was first thinking about writing this book, I had mixed feelings about it. On the one hand, I was excited about the possibility of helping other women balance kindness and strength at work, but on the other hand, I wasn’t sure that being nice was what I wanted to be known for. Did it mean that people saw me as weak or ineffectual?

When I voiced these concerns to my friend and author Tiffany Dufu, she looked at me with a big, wide smile and said, “Fran, you are already known as, ‘the nice person.’ It’s why people always call you back. It’s why people will drop whatever they are doing to be helpful to you. Nice is your capital.” In that moment, I knew in my heart that she was right. Being nice was a big part of my brand.

But then I started wondering—if someone like me who generally took pride in being nice had mixed feelings about this, how many other women were repressing their authentically kind selves at work because of anxiety about being perceived as a pushover? My own reaction told me that this was indeed an important subject for me to explore further.

Of course, I’m not the only woman whose niceness is her capital at work. When I asked more than 1,500 working women whether or not being nice has been helpful to them at work, 95% of them said yes. Here are some of the wonderful things these women had to say about how being nice has helped them succeed:


	“Being nice has actually been an incredible asset when I’ve needed to pull in favors. In my past life, I was commonly called the ‘velvet hammer’ because I was nice and could quickly deal with tough situations head-on. Being nice has helped me turn large teams around that were underproductive, as well.”


	“Because I’m nice, I’m able to ask special favors of partners/clients when I need it; I’ve even stayed on good terms with nearly everyone I’ve laid off; my team is unbelievably loyal.”


	“I feel that ‘killing someone with kindness’ will get you further in life than coming across as angry or mean. I am constantly told that my choice to use empathy is what makes me both a strong and approachable leader.”




The Double Bind Between Nice and Strong

And yet, despite their clear understanding of how being nice has helped them succeed, these same women (76% of that 1,500, to be exact) said that they felt caught in a double bind at work between the need to be nice and the need to be tough. They reported things like:


	“I really don’t like feeling that I can’t be nice and assertive at the same time. It’s as if I’m trying to mix oil and water even though I know it shouldn’t be this hard!”


	“I’m a petite woman who looks younger than I am, so I tend to overcompensate by trying to assert my competence or stature, and I worry that it comes off wrong.”



	“Women are expected to be nice, and leaders are expected to be tough. What’s an ambitious young professional woman to do?”




Reading these comments, it struck me how loaded the word “nice” was for so many of these women. The majority of them believed that it was code for being weak, ineffective, a people pleaser, or a pushover. Others thought it meant someone who was pleasant to be around—a good team player, sure, but not someone who could ever stand out or be a strong leader. But I have come to learn that the strongest, most effective leaders are often also the nicest. They use their kindness to inspire their teams, encourage others, and create powerfully positive workplace environments in which their employees thrive because they’re happy, engaged, and motivated.

These aren’t just my observations. Research shows that a positive work environment leads to greater productivity, lower turnover, and even better health outcomes for employees, while working in an environment that is hostile, anxiety-provoking, and negative leads to lower productivity and performance—not to mention a lack of fulfillment. Specifically, happy workers were found to be 12% more productive than their unhappy peers.

This attention to environment is more important than ever in contemporary workplaces because so much of what we do every day requires collaboration rather than solo performance. A recent study from the Harvard Business Review found that, over the past two decades, the amount of time the average employee spends working with colleagues has gone up by over 50%. Today, we spend more than three-quarters of our workdays communicating with coworkers.

This clearly tells us that there’s never been a better time for all women to reclaim our niceness and start using it to win—and to help each other win—in the workplace. The truth is that we do not have to choose between strength and kindness or confidence and likeability. We can be considerate of others and ourselves; accommodating and assertive; someone who speaks up and is humble; a team player who still always looks out for number one—you! And we can do that by embracing the traits of kindness and compassion that feel authentic to our personalities.

My friend Emily Dalton, the cofounder of the men’s grooming line Jack Black, is a great example of this, but it took a personal tragedy for her to start owning her niceness. Emily admits that, when she was younger, she was a “goodie-two-shoes”—always seeking approval and wanting to be liked. But growing up, her professional role model was her dad, whom she describes as a “grizzly bear.” He was demanding, gruff, and went into battle over anything and everything.

At the beginning of her career, Emily felt insecure about being her nice self at work, given that she had a strong role model in her rough and tough father, who was admittedly harsh, but almost always got results. She played along with this modeling, and in difficult situations, she often found herself compelled to be confrontational. This approach did get results in the short term, but it was destructive in the long term because it kept her from building stronger, more lasting relationships. Several years into her career, Emily’s father grew ill and shared very honestly with her that he regretted the way he’d often acted in difficult work situations and that he, in fact, saw this as one of his personal weaknesses. Facing death, he shared the powerful insight that relationships were the only thing that really mattered.

This was a huge wake-up call for Emily. She started to transform her behavior in difficult situations, letting her natural kindness shine through. She quickly found that being nice helped inspire her team to relax, be more creative, and become less afraid to take risks. Emily saw how beneficial being nice was for her professional relationships in the long term and how often people were willing to go the extra mile for her, simply because they felt they’d been treated fairly and with respect. Emily admits she is still trying to find the perfect balance between being fair and firm, empathetic and challenging. But she is making good progress, and now, Jack Black is the number one selling prestige men’s skincare brand in the United States.

Emily, along with the many successful women I’m lucky enough to call my friends (several more of whom you’ll read about throughout this book), and I are proof that “nice” doesn’t just help you make friends and be well liked: it can vault you to the top.

What Does It Mean to Be Nice?

First, I want you to have a clear understanding of what I’m talking about when I use the word “nice.” I am not talking about someone who is merely pleasant to be around but perhaps is boring, unintelligent, or incapable of holding her own. And I’m certainly not telling you to play to the regressive stereotypes that demand constant sweetness and compliance from women.

Instead, I’m describing a woman who cares deeply about other people and who wants to connect with them, who is guided by a strong sense of values to do the right thing. She is considerate, respectful, and kind. There’s a warmth and magnetism about her that draws people to her side and makes them feel good in her presence. At work, she’s fair, collaborative, and generous. Instead of competing against other women, she elevates them by sharing the credit for a job well done. She has a deep, unshakable confidence that there are plenty of opportunities to go around.

My friend Patricia Karpas is the epitome of this type of woman. I met Patricia when I was working at AOL. She has held executive roles at CNBC, NBC, AOL, and Time Warner and is now a successful entrepreneur, having cofounded the award-winning Meditation Studio app. Yes, she is a total badass, and she is also one of the kindest and most grounded people I know. When I got home from the hospital after adopting my first son, Anthony, in 2010, the first thing I saw on my kitchen table was a bag of my absolute favorite cookies—the huge chocolate chip walnut ones from Levain Bakery in New York City—that she had shipped to me. I was so touched by this sweet and thoughtful gesture, and it made me think about how I’ve also seen Patricia use her genuine kindness to win at work.

When she was at NBC during the early days of branded television content, Patricia was tasked with working with IBM on a show they wanted to create and sponsor called Scan about cutting-edge technologies around the world. The problem was, the CNBC editorial team she was collaborating with didn’t want an advertiser like IBM to have influence over a show’s content, and IBM wanted some editorial control of the show. Because Patricia had earned the trust of both teams, she was able make each feel comfortable enough to work together on a show that everyone was happy with. They trusted Patricia because she had taken the time to build up strong, authentic relationships with the people on both teams. This ended up being a win for Patricia, for NBC, and for IBM, and it’s a great example of how Patricia intentionally used her authentic niceness to find success at work.

Another woman who I think embodies this definition of nice is Ann Moore, the first female CEO of Time, Inc. When I was working at Time, Ann was one of the most powerful women in the corporate world. She was a very strong leader. But what I really loved about Ann was that she had a very human, relational, and relatable side to her.

Every month, Ann invited people from all different departments of the company to a breakfast meeting. She started each of those meetings by going around the room and asking each of us to share something we were grateful for. It was such a beautiful way to open those meetings because it created a positive mood and helped us all see each other as three-dimensional human beings, not just someone who filled a certain role at work. Ann was always very rigorous when it came to the financial side of the business, but taking the time for things like this made working at Time, Inc. enjoyable and rewarding. Her employees tended to be loyal, which meant that her kindness was actually very good for the company’s bottom line, too.

You see, it’s not enough to just be nice in a general way, though that’s certainly a good start. The key to making nice your superpower is to own your niceness and use it intentionally by connecting it to the things you care about. That’s what Patricia and Ann have done successfully, and that’s exactly what I want to help you achieve.

Don’t Fake It Till You Make It

All of this is not to say that you should start putting on a phony nice façade in order to get what you want—quite the contrary! Just like my attempts to ignore my innate niceness and act tough early in my career didn’t work, faking nice will never work, either. My definition of nice is all about doing the right thing because it feels natural to you, not because of what’s in it for you. It’s relational rather than transactional. Yes, being nice will help you get ahead, but not if you’re being nice just to get ahead.

When you aren’t being true to yourself, it’s impossible to feel confident in your own skin. It’s very uncomfortable to pretend to be something you’re not, and it becomes nearly impossible to live up to your potential because you’re so focused on keeping up the façade. True success comes when you use your talents and your genuine kindness to do work that is aligned with your values and passions. This is how you can leverage all of the best parts of you.

Without this type of genuine kindness, it’s impossible to form sustainable relationships. Think of it this way—if your kindness is the foundation for your friendship and it’s authentic, that relationship can stand strong. But if that kindness is fake, your relationship will inevitably topple.

It all goes back to trust. If you’re inauthentic, people won’t trust you. And without trust, there is no relationship. Research shows that our instincts tell us to ask ourselves two questions when we first meet someone: “Can I trust this person?” and “Can I respect this person?” We look to a person’s genuine warmth and competence to answer these two questions.

Interestingly, the first question—“Can I trust this person?”—is the more important one when it comes to how we evaluate others. In fact, we only evaluate someone’s competence after a sense of trust has already been established. This means that if someone decides they can’t trust you, either because you lack warmth or display inauthentic warmth, you won’t be able to get very far with them. Even worse, they’ll view your attempts to come across as smart or competent as manipulative. They will resent your strength instead of respecting it.

On the other hand, according to the same study, if you come across as warm and trustworthy first and prove your competence later, people will admire your strength and evaluate you far more positively. This is a powerful argument for always leading with kindness in the workplace.

How Nice Is Too Nice?

Of course, like any other characteristic—even positive ones—it’s possible to take niceness too far, both at work and beyond. If we allow ourselves to become pushovers, then our kindness stops being an asset and becomes a liability.

In fact, most of us have certain areas where we’re more likely to overdo it when it comes to being nice. For example, empathy is my Achilles’ heel. I have a natural tendency to worry so much about how I’m affecting others that I sometimes let that impulse get in my way. It’s something I have to actively work against so that I can find balance. I share my techniques for addressing this issue throughout the book. Maybe your Achilles’ heel is seeking too many outside opinions before making a decision or failing to voice your opinion on a sticky subject. Throughout the book, you’ll likely become aware of certain areas where you need to embrace more kindness and other areas where you need to tone it down and start putting yourself first.

Maybe a boss or colleague has already told you that you’re “too nice.” A full 50% of the women I surveyed had heard this before from bosses, colleagues, clients, and everyone in between. No wonder so many women feel caught in that double bind between being nice and being strong at work.

To me, this finding simply illustrates how important it is to reclaim “nice” and redefine it. Through your success, confidence, and all-around sense of authenticity, you can prove to those around you that being nice and effective are not mutually exclusive.

My friend Kat Cole has struggled with this misconception about niceness throughout her impressive career. Kat started out working at a Hooters restaurant while she was in college. By the time she was nineteen, she’d already been a waitress, bartender, and manager when the Hooters corporate office asked her to help launch the first Hooters in Australia. Kat had never even been on a plane before and was excited about the opportunity. The corporate team told Kat that one of the reasons they had chosen her for this role was that she got along so well with her peers and had been helpful to others in many different situations.

Kat was in Australia for a little over a month, and then Hooters asked her to take a leadership role in opening their first restaurant in Central America. For the next several years, Kat was promoted every eighteen to twenty-four months, in part because of her genuine kindness and generosity. She also volunteered a lot in the restaurant industry, which helped her meet mentors and build valuable relationships.

By the time Kat was twenty-six, she was one of the vice presidents of Hooters. She led all of the company’s training and operational franchising and was almost always the youngest person in the room and/or the only female. Yet, amazingly, despite her extraordinary success, people constantly told Kat that she was too nice. They seemed to think that just because Kat was young and female, she needed to put on a tough-girl façade in order to get ahead.

This clearly couldn’t have been further from the truth. If anything, Kat knew that she wouldn’t have become so successful if it wasn’t for her kindness. So when people told her that she was too nice, Kat started telling them, “Just so we are clear, don’t mistake my kindness for stupidity.”

I love this approach because it shows that Kat is not afraid to step up and own her niceness instead of apologizing for it. With that one statement, she is able to prove that her kindness does not get in the way of her strength, and indeed, Kat told me that when she says this, it often stops people in their tracks.

If people often tell you that you’re too nice at work, the first step is to find out exactly what they mean. Maybe they have noticed an
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