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			Praise for Strong 
Women Rising

			“Dalisia’s book stands as a clarion call, urging women leaders to embrace their crucial role in fostering gender-balanced leadership, not just within workplaces but as an imperative for societal change across communities and families.”

			Crystal Barrow, JD, CPC 
Career & Performance Coach, ShapeYourSuccessCoaching.com 

			“Impressive! Dalisia Coppersmith has taken on a monster. I was a high-level leader in all male organizations and industries for most of my life. This book is healing, enlightening and instructive all at the same time.”

			Bobbie Casalino Lewis
Expression Expert, Author & Lifestyle Mentor

			“In my two-plus decades with the Army, I chose to stretch my leadership skills by selecting extremely challenging assignments. Initially, I would be happy as I hit the ground running, excited  to showcase all that I had to offer. Within months I would establish myself as the Go-To person. I never really understood why I always ended up detesting the assignment. Suffering through covert meanness, efforts to diminish my power, the backlash for being assertive and uber-competitive...I wasn’t familiar with the hero-to-villain cycle, even as I lived it. Dalisia made me feel seen. And now I don’t feel so alone.”

			Perilla Swartz
Command Strategic Planner

			“This book is a must-read for not only strong women but men and women who are in a relationship with or work with a woman they feel is assertive. Dalisia gets to the heart of not only ‘the story of my life’ but also the reasons why strong women are viewed as aggressive, bullies, or harsh and then treated unfairly based on these stereotypes. She provides real-world examples of situations we strong women find ourselves in every day and ways for us to rise above it and be the impactful and happy women we are meant to be.”  

			Sandee Bratton
Program Director

			“Strong Women Rising addresses an important topic head-on and then goes on to provide clarity and an actionable path forward. A great resource for assertive women!”

			Jessica Harlow 
Principal Product Manager
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			To enrich your experience with this book, check out this deep dive on passive aggression at work so you can implement the steps needed right away to overcome workplace resistance and conflict.

			What Your Team Isn’t Telling You:
The Assertive Woman’s Guide to Hacking Passive Aggression at Work

			If you’re an assertive, high-achieving woman, you’ve most likely experienced a whisper campaign against you at some point. One minute everything is fine, then suddenly—the room goes quiet when you walk in or speak up.

			Let’s turn that around and connect deeply with others instead!

			This e-book demystifies a timeless dynamic experienced by strong women everywhere. If you made it through the last one, it’s likely to happen again—unless you learn what your team isn’t telling you . . . and how to prevent the bait and switch of “hero to villain” at work.
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			Download your FREE copy at:
dalisiacoppersmith.com/resources

			
			

			Or scan the QR code here 

		


		
		


		
		


		
		


		
			
			

		


		
			Dedication

			For my family—blood, married, and chosen—

			who have cared enough to understand and love me.

			(I love you too.)
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			 Introduction

			If you were drawn to this title, you’re probably a woman who has been relied upon for your strengths, then criticized for your style—no matter how hard you’ve tried to soften it. Some criticism may be justified, but even those of us who have spent decades learning to adjust for others are still given warnings and unsolicited “coaching” that would never be given to equally assertive men.

			You may have heard this before:

			“The problem isn’t what you say, it’s how you say it.”

			Or even better:

			“You intimidate people. Try to soften your approach a bit.”

			And everyone’s favorite:

			“Maybe if you were just a little less direct . . . ”

			I’ve heard these comments all my life—even when I worked hard to be gentler with people. It seemed the more I changed and bent and contorted myself for those around me, the more they expected me to shrink and disappear day after day. My over-yielding emboldened people to feel they were superior because they were conflict avoidant. The nice people became the silent aggressors. It didn’t happen all the time, but it happened enough for me to finally notice the pattern. It’s what I call the hero-to-villain cycle—where you’re relied upon to solve big problems, then you’re vilified for actually leading.

			Constantly trying to “soften” my tone led to my giving up my personal power and effectiveness just so others could  feel more confident, more powerful, more—whatever it was they needed—as they quietly worked to take the strong woman down. What resulted was a big, unhealthy mess. And that new dynamic didn’t make anyone happy in the end. It just led to less effective relationships and a less effective workplace and home life as I diminished my contributions to avoid being “too much.”

			This curse of the strong woman has followed me everywhere—even when I tried my best to be silent. I’ve been in meetings where I didn’t say a word and was told I wasn’t being supportive or that I was giving off intimidating vibes of some sort. It was the very definition of damned if you do, damned if you don’t! This had to stop. I only wish I had figured out how to turn this around about 20 years earlier.

			It took knowing that the only thing I could directly change was myself. I realized that I could never become small enough to make others feel big enough. I also couldn’t expect others to accept my criticism, impatience, or uncaring moments. I had to learn how to be me without diminishing or offending others. You may have experienced exactly what I’m talking about—or you’ve seen someone else go through it.

			Assertiveness is still both expected and punished in too many of today’s workplaces—but it can’t stay that way. You deserve better and so does your organization. If you count yourself in this tribe I’ve described, let me tell you—I understand your drive, your relentless work ethic, and the labels that others place on you that result in conflict and resistance. Silencing happens slowly, quietly . . . and it results in too many talented  women leaving organizations or partners who don’t understand or appreciate their gifts and potential.

			My mission for the remainder of my professional life is to end the quiet war against strong women that still exists today and to help those I describe as assertive, high-achieving women to learn: 1) why people have such a love/hate relationship with us and 2) how to reduce interpersonal gaps that persist in both our lives and our careers. When we try to ignore this resistance and think we are taking the high road, it only gets worse. Our credibility is diminished and our future opportunities along with it.

			After three decades of coaching and developing men and women in military, corporate, and government leadership roles, I know how little support is offered to assertive women. We are either left to figure things out for ourselves or to leave when the trouble starts—but no one wins either way. That’s why I founded Strong Women Rising to inspire leaders, organizations, communities, and families to embrace the talents and leadership of the very women whose wisdom and courage can transform our world. Call it my passion project, my giveback, my legacy to all the amazing women I see out there in the world still struggling with a timeless, toxic dynamic that stems from thousands of years of patriarchy.

			With that said, a secondary intent of this book is to inspire all genders to see the roots of their own resistance to female leadership rather than continuing to blame it on strong women’s directness and confidence. This is no easy task because many of these women have a history of overusing their  strengths and inadvertently giving people ammunition against them. I certainly don’t condone bad behavior on the part of strong women, but they are frequently labeled in negative ways even when they’ve worked hard to adjust for others’ comfort. Meanwhile, assertive men are often admired.

			As the following chapters will illustrate, there is a unique form of resistance faced by the very women who have what it takes to lead change. It has become increasingly acceptable and even encouraged to be blatantly unkind to strong women, perhaps because they can “take it.” This is one of the greatest tragedies in a world that considers itself to be evolved.

			I’m not looking to flip the script and have women be viewed as superior just for being women. I have never and will never advocate for women being promoted, elected, or otherwise elevated just to make things even for optics or perceived fairness. That isn’t a sensible or productive goal. I am, however, an advocate for balanced leadership in every organization, government, and community. We cannot say that families benefit from having feminine and masculine leadership strengths but then ignore the obvious fact that companies, agencies, and communities are simply expanded families in need of the same balanced intellect and energy.

			Legendary Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg is widely quoted as having said, “Women belong in all places where decisions are being made.”1 It isn’t about being gender even, it’s about being gender balanced. More balanced leadership, in my opinion, is the only thing that will move our spiritually starved, addicted, and violent culture forward. Strong women must  step up in greater numbers and lend their voices and vision to these issues.

			It is fascinating that the Dalai Lama said, “The world will be saved by the Western woman.”2 I’d say it will be saved by women, period. Assertive, visionary women clearly have our place in that—if we build our self-awareness, emotional intelligence, and wellness to sustain us through our social battles. The dynamics around us must be understood and managed with a high degree of skill. We may not be able to change people’s ingrained responses to us, but we can learn how to dissolve their resistance and even turn them into advocates so we can make the difference we were meant to at work, in our communities, and in our homes.

			If you are an assertive, high-achieving woman and you’ve experienced the bait and switch of “save us/we hate you!” despite your best efforts to avoid that, then read on! We can work through it. We just have to take the time to educate ourselves and others about generational and societal patterns that are preventing strong women from rising. When we focus our efforts on accomplishing that, we are destined to make a big comeback even after crushing amounts of resistance at home and/or in the workplace. Let this book be your guide and reach out if you’d like more help with the most important turnaround of your life.

			I wish you peace and power for all that is to come.

			—Dalisia

		


		
			
			

		


		
		


		
			
			

		


		
			Part I

			The Three Drivers of Resistance to Women’s Leadership

		


		
		


		
			
			

			 

		


		
			Chapter 1

			Recognizing the 
Hero-to-Villain Cycle

			In 2014, Textio’s CEO, Kieran Snyder, published a groundbreaking study of the language used in the performance reviews of high-achieving men and high-achieving women in tech. As an expert in language and the power that words hold in leadership and performance management, Ms. Snyder discovered a startling difference in the way high-performing women were described versus the way their male counterparts were described. In her study, she focused only on high achievers rather than comparing varying levels of accomplishment. These were the best of the best, regardless of gender. Sadly, 76 percent of the high-performing women received personality criticism in their written performance reviews while only 2 percent of the men were similarly described.1

			This study illustrated that one sample of managers and executives in tech in 2014 consciously believed that accomplished women are 38 times more likely than men to  be aggressive, intimidating, blunt, too direct, abrasive, etc. Their highest-achieving employees, both men and women, displayed similar leadership traits, but the women were overwhelmingly criticized for them. That finding is impossible to ignore. Kieran Snyder’s report drew thousands of letters, emails, and social media comments. Few people had a neutral reaction to this statistic. Some were relieved to finally be seen (strong women), while others were outraged and doubted the data (generally men).

			I would love to say, “That was a long time ago and things have changed.” Unfortunately, Textio followed up that early study with another in 2022 called Language Bias in Performance Feedback: 2022 Data Analysis and Survey Results. Their new study expanded from the first by comparing not only men’s and women’s feedback but also differences between races and ages, as well as how frequently performance feedback was actionable versus not actionable. The new data showed that men were 3 times more likely to be described as confident. Meanwhile, women were 7 times more likely to be called opinionated and 11 times more likely to be called abrasive. Personality criticism was even more frequently given to high-achieving Black and Hispanic women.2

			How Success Is Punished

			Studies like these helped to form my theory of the hero-to-villain cycle. When an organization gets a “win” thanks to a naturally assertive woman’s leadership, there is a honeymoon period of sorts. Everyone celebrates the strong woman’s accomplishment, even the teams that work for her swell with  pride. After that honeymoon is over, peers and subordinates—even bosses—often enter a new phase. This can include silent resentment, covert or overt competition, and at worst—intentional sabotage. She goes from being a hero at work to being a villain. It’s a soul-crushing cycle that no one cares to notice or help women overcome. After a while, even the most confident, competent woman can begin to see herself in this way. The office folklore becomes fact.

			I once worked with someone who was surprised to find that I wasn’t the woman others had described at all. He told me that he’d heard I was impossible to please, loved conflict, and that I was out for my own career. He shared two examples he’d been given explaining how I “crushed” people and was difficult to “deal with.” The truth about those two situations was completely different from what he’d been told. In one case, I held a leader accountable for being on his cell phone all day while others worked. In the other case, I questioned a process that no one agreed with because it was unnecessary and inefficient—and worse, it brought work to a grinding halt over and over. The guardian of this process clearly didn’t care about the customers she was impacting. I hadn’t attacked anyone personally or publicly. I hadn’t hurt anyone’s career. I simply provided what might otherwise be referred to as leadership—if I wasn’t a woman.

			When I stepped into those and other leadership roles, I foolishly thought I was supposed to make positive change. It never occurred to me that by doing so I would bring a tsunami of criticism, blame, and resentment. The double bind of being  a woman in leadership makes no sense whatsoever. If you fail to achieve your objectives or you don’t leave an organization better than you found it, no one will call you a good leader. That is true for both men and women. However, as a woman, if you set and achieve goals, improve productivity, and solve problems, you still end up being accused of not being a good leader because you were too direct and decisive for some people’s tastes. This begins a cycle of tap dancing to dial in the right amounts of pleasing, softening, avoiding, and quieting to make yourself more palatable to critics.

			When the world constantly tells us we are too outspoken, direct, driven, tough, etc., we start to believe it! We begin apologizing for ourselves, bending and contorting to change for others just to earn their acceptance—and it’s never enough. What results is a diminished sense of who we are, a muting of our life force, and a depletion of our joy and energy. The now-overused term burnout is not a one-size-fits-all experience. For us, it comes from the daily grind of being the scapegoat for others’ insecurities.

			Even women who make incredible strides in their self-awareness and interpersonal skills are not immune. High-performing women frequently find themselves the subject of brutal whisper campaigns at work. When they have garnered too much positive attention, had too many wins, or directly held others accountable, peers and subordinates alike begin to resent their perceived power. Rather than reflect on this discomfort, others turn their feelings outward and make women bosses or peers the workplace monsters under the bed, so to speak.

			
			

			I have personally been accused of being a bully for simply asking for basic customer service from a peer’s employee. Rather than asking for my side of the situation, my peer went to our boss to complain about me. When the facts were known, it was clear I wasn’t bullying the employee at all. I simply asked her to help me. The entire exchange was in email, so the “facts” were right there. If I was a man, would they recoil from my request for help in the same way? I would say no. That same employee might jump to provide customer service if I was a man—or she at least wouldn’t make me the bad witch by playing the victim.

			What caused my peer to jump to the conclusion that I had bullied this employee? It was the long-waged whisper campaign about me being harsh and demanding. This did not stem from egregious behaviors but from basic, day-to-day problem-solving, decision-making, and self-advocacy. I question things that don’t make sense. I offer my opinions when decisions are sought. I disagree when I believe a course of action will not yield the result we want. In other words, I am not a yes woman. I don’t believe I was ever hired to be one.

			The Whisper Campaign

			Whisper campaigns are a specific tactic used to hinder a strong woman’s success. They begin with one person sharing their perception of a behavior or motive for a behavior. This perception could be far from true, but it spreads like wildfire until the woman’s reputation is set in stone. She could be marked as power-hungry, demanding, uncaring, aggressive, or self-centered. The worst part is that she will be the last to know what her negative reputation is! By the time she finds out, it’s  too late to address it without losing credibility in one way or another. The whisper campaign is a common method of attack that can be traced back to a family dynamic that encourages people to resist women in charge. We will discuss that dynamic in more detail later, but let’s first look at a textbook case of how the whisper campaign looks in action.

			Becky’s war

			A client of mine, whom I’ll call Becky, faced the effects of a whisper campaign in her role as a medical practitioner and administrator. After many years of hard work, advanced education, and successful project management, she felt she had finally reached her dream job. From that vantage point, she could see where the business side of things could be better if only the patients had a wider selection of services. She never criticized the service anyone within the practice was offering—she simply saw an opportunity to evolve her organization.

			Becky created a plan to increase both revenue and patient satisfaction by offering a new service. It made sense—everyone would win. Instead of seeing the merits of the idea, her boss and peers began to accuse her of ulterior motives such as ambition, competitiveness, and self-promotion. The more she justified her proposal with data, the more they bristled. It was clear she had become persona non grata, but
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