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FOREWORD

Ann and I met during what was probably the single most pivotal and terrifying time of my life. It was 2008 and I had just quit my waitressing job to focus on my YouTube channel full-time. The economy had just crashed and I was a struggling college student. I couldn’t let my circumstances limit me, but I was eager to help keep the family financially stable since my mom had been raising us on her own. I had always felt a strong passion for beauty and loved how wearing makeup can transform people from within. Wanting to provide that experience for other women, I applied to several department store beauty counters, but was rejected because I didn’t have sales experience. This defining moment could have led me away from my dreams; instead, it inspired me to open another door: a laptop.

It seemed that the universe had a different path for me; the low-quality videos I’d shot on my webcam proved to be the beginning of my career in beauty. In 2007, I posted my first video on YouTube—and garnered 40,000 views within a week. Subscribers began asking for insight on everything from perfecting a smoky eye to creating a flawless complexion. I responded with countless videos providing a guide to coveted beauty looks. This interactive dynamic between me and my followers formed the basis of a powerful, growing community and a new way of sharing information. Women all across the world were connecting in an authentic way, and I felt that it was my duty to continue the conversation. Making the radical decision to pursue my YouTube channel full-time completely changed the path that I was on, and through that leap of faith, I rediscovered the dreams that had been the real driving force within me all along. It was the first time that I felt I had a sense of power in the world.

Every day, the question “Am I doing enough?” is on almost every 20- and 30-year-old’s mind. More than ever, women can choose what path is right for us. But is it becoming too much? Has the dream of “having it all” gone from an aspiration to a requirement in today’s world? These days, the pressures of getting into a good college, acing that job interview, entering a relationship, and beyond, constantly weigh us down. We all have a different purpose in life, but we can easily get wrapped up in expectations along the way. I, too, have felt these pressures and found myself searching for clarity in the confusion and yearning for a simpler, purer frame of mind.

As a little girl, I dreamed of saving the world through art. I always believed that art could take people away from sadness and poverty by making the world a more beautiful place. I still remember a diary entry from April 11, 2003 (my 16th birthday!) that says, “My dream is to one day become well known for my art.” That was my Big Life in writing. When you are a child, your ambitions and dreams are so pure and true. We all have something special to provide for society, and it’s magical when we get the chance to activate this purpose. The key is to continually reconnect your focus and ask yourself, “What am I going to do next? What does it mean? Why does it matter?” These questions light the way toward discovering your true destiny. From the very beginning, art was my guiding light, and it ignited my passion for inspiring and helping others to live more meaningful lives.

Today, the Internet has presented incredible opportunities for women in business; we are on the brink of a golden age. Through blogs, videos, and social media, the Internet has given women all over the world the opportunity to have a voice, build their own careers, and connect with other people, especially within the beauty realm. By sharing new looks and ideas, we have redefined the concept of beauty and transformed it into something much bigger: a diverse and empowering community. This community has provided us with the power of self-expression, and has ultimately developed a positive platform of change for women everywhere. It has shaped the way we regard our opinions, our confidence, and ourselves, and yet this is only the beginning. With this confidence, we can uncover our true potential—and with the right tools, imagine what we can accomplish in the next 50 years! This new definition of beauty is the driving force behind everything I have done thus far. I am fortunate to have the opportunity to give back to the community that began this journey, and I feel proud to have played even a small part in building a deeper and more meaningful conversation within the beauty industry. So many young women now have a safe outlet where they can shine their light for the world to see!

Helping women realize their own true potential is what keeps me inspired. That’s why I am so honored to be a part of Ann’s incredible book and share my Big Life journey with you. I have so much respect and admiration for Ann; she has redefined her own meaning of success by dedicating her powerful voice to encourage and guide young women throughout her career. She is a true example of finding your meaning by embracing the unexpected and listening to your inner voice. I can only hope that the stories of the powerful, inspiring women in this book encourage you to pursue your purest dreams and uncover what you truly value.

Physically, mentally, and emotionally, we evolve through experience, and we never stop growing.

Good luck!

Michelle Phan


INTRODUCTION

You always knew you’d do big things. Even when you were sitting in your teenage bedroom in some sleepy suburb, you were already plotting the limitless possibilities that life had in store for you. First, you’d move to a bigger city, you imagined. Maybe you’d start a fashion company, revolutionize the tech industry, claim stardom as a digital influencer, shape national policy, find a cure for a massive public health threat, or land a glamorous job in publishing. You could even picture your first apartment—totally Instagram-worthy, even though you’d rarely be there between work, spin classes, networking coffees, and brunch with the squad. You’d plan voluntourism vacations to Nepal, where you’d help create sustainable businesses for local girls and women. There’d be a partner, too, whose eyes would light up when you talked about the delicious possibilities for your life. In that teenage bedroom, you were able to envision a life that was bigger than anything you could see around you.

How do I know? Because I was there fanning the flames of that first spark of inspiration. As the editor-in-chief of Seventeen for the better part of a decade, I made it my mission to help you imagine a life that was exciting, fun, and meaningful. I helped lead some of the complex conversations that helped you navigate the tricky terrain of adolescence. I have always been your biggest cheerleader.

Those early dreams are a promise you made to yourself. In your teenage bedroom, you vowed that you’d go after every opportunity and not settle for the easy road; you vowed to honor your ambition. And those dreams are the most powerful because, at that moment, you are a blank canvas. You’ve made no mistakes that can’t be fixed, and you are not beholden to one city or one job. Your life is endless possibility. You are pure potential. The biggest disappointment would be not fulfilling the promise of that dream and finding yourself sidetracked by a life that’s made small by busy tasks, daily annoyances, and must-dos.

And yet now, as you’re putting muscle on the framework of your life, the road ahead is even rockier, and those dreams, which should be closer than ever, can feel hopelessly out of reach.

Fast-forward from those early ideas of who you could be: You got yourself a gig, but your current boss wants you to sit quietly and wait to get promoted; or worse, your boss is that girl who graduated a year ahead of you and is using her new hyperinflated title to make you feel less than. Or maybe you opted for a fun start-up where the title is bigger but the only pay is cool cache. You’re not afraid of hustle; in fact, you thrive on it. But it’s hard to feel like you’re on the path to those dreams when you’re still checking your bank balance every time you get a mani and wondering whether the chicks who stayed back home working on their Pinterest wedding boards are better off than you are.

You know you have more to offer than the world is letting you. But, here is the truth: You are the revolution—you might not see it now, but I do. I’ve been at the front lines of the changing tastes and values of young women for the past 15 years, and this generation—your generation—is so laser-focused on personal success and achievement in an unprecedented way. Still, I know it’s hard to feel like you’re leading a revolution when you’re just one girl who is desperate to move up or move around in her career. You can still see your dream, but how do you get there when no clear path has been cut for you? Where do you begin when you’re feeling itchy for the world to validate your power? When ambition and career are at the center of your life, how do you put together the rest of the pieces?

As part of the research for this book, I have had a series of dinners at my apartment in New York City (though “dinners” might be overselling it—it’s fancy frozen pizza and many bottles of rosé). For each dinner, a group of about six or so friends of a friend of a friend has come together to talk about being young, hungry, and ambitious. These women are in their 20s and 30s, originally from different parts of the country, and working in different industries. And yes, they’ve all hustled to New York—but it hardly matters if we’re meeting in Manhattan or a small town in the Midwest. The emotional threads that connect us are stronger than the geography that separates us. No matter where you live or where you work, the quest for the Big Life is just as urgent and just as overwhelming.

The dinners have been attended by a rotating cast, with some women working at giant high-profile companies and some at teeny-tiny start-ups you haven’t heard of yet. Some have been on the Forbes “30 under 30” list, some are still hustling to get their foot in the door, and some don’t even know what kind of career they want to have. But what unites them all is their hunger to craft the Big Life—that delicious cocktail of work, career, respect, ambition, money, and a monumental relationship—on their own terms.

I call these women the Badass Babes because they are the kind of chicks we all want to be: confident and complex. We talk through the itchy emotions around money, sex, dating, love, friends, marriage, and, of course, work. And let’s be honest, at the end of the day, over a glass of wine, we’re just more likely to talk about what jolts us awake at 4:00 a.m.—to toss aside that perfect Instagrammy, all-high-fives life we’ve carefully curated to say what’s actually on our minds.

I start every Badass Babes dinner with this question: “If I could solve any problem for you, what would it be?” You’d think that there would be hundreds, thousands, of possible answers. But after hosting dozens of dinners (and still counting), I can tell you that the same questions come up every single time:

•How do I find a career that is also my passion?

•How do I find a partner who honors my ambition?

•How will I be able to have a big, demanding career without taking my foot off the gas when I have children?

•How do I get paid what I’m worth?

•How do I get the respect I deserve from my bosses?

•And finally, will all this struggle be worth it?

Those are the questions that frame the discussion in this book, and you’ll hear from many of the Badass Babes who shared their stories with me.

You’ll meet Vanessa, who, after bouncing from internship to internship, finally landed a proper-paying gig and hustled her way up to art director at a prestige beauty company. She loves that she’s finally found a job that marries her passion for design and her need to be well paid. But when she was being eyed for a promotion, she didn’t gleefully accept. Instead, she found the courage to push back hard and negotiate a custom title and role for herself. From the outside, it looks like she’s crushing it, but she’s under so much stress that she often finds the loose ends of her life unraveling. She confessed that the eating disorder she had as a teen came back full force under the pressure she feels to be perfect at work.

Savannah is working every angle of her side hustle. She leads by saying she’s the editor-in-chief of a cool new website. The thing is, it’s so cool and new that there’s no revenue, so she has two other gigs that pay the bills. She makes “robo-calls” from her apartment for a financial start-up in the morning, heads to her waitressing gig in the early evening, and then goes home to edit pieces from her writers late into the night. And oh, she’s training to be a Pilates instructor in her spare time.

You’d be jealous of Jordan’s impressive résumé if she wasn’t so hilariously self-deprecating. Jordan’s life is full and messy—she feels like she’s always one project away from dropping the ball at any minute. She fills her life to the point of spilling over because she has something to prove to the doubters who said that a girl from a small blue-collar Midwest town would never amount to much, to the negging boyfriends who diminish her to make themselves feel bigger, and to herself: that she’s not the lonely, acne-pocked teen girl who buried her head in her books waiting for a chance to do something more with her life.

Grace loves that her boss calls her a leprechaun because she’s so rare: a millennial woman of color in the C-suite of a major corporation. Her whole life has been headed toward this moment. She has the big job, makes great money, has access to major power players in business, and even has a handsome man with his own equally impressive résumé. But she wakes up at 4:00 a.m. with the nagging feeling that there’s something else that could make her happier. A job with less pressure or a big philanthropic role might help, she reasons. Then again, maybe it’s a different partner her soul really craves. The worst part is that, for the first time in her life, she doesn’t even know where to look for the right answer.

The intimacy of the conversations with these women and dozens of others has helped the advice here evolve from how-to to me-too. The mission of this book is to create a sisterhood of young women, like you, who are working through the most complex issues in their lives together. What follows are not grand pronouncements from a major magazine editor broadcasting her thoughts to a massive audience. It’s not even that “big sister” voice that we use as shorthand for someone who has been through it all and wants to tell you how it is. That’s not my role. I don’t pretend that my story is anything like the one you’re writing for yourself. I’m writing this book, not because I have the solutions, but because I have the same fears.

I’ve been that girl who looked out of her teenage bedroom dreaming of something more, something bigger. I love goals and strategy, but I’m not a huge planner. I didn’t graduate college with a 10-year plan to become the editor-in-chief of a legendary brand. I thought I might write novels. And then I thought I might move to San Francisco and launch a dotcom. For a minute I thought I might be a business journalist—I love asking nosy questions! It wasn’t until I was several years into my media career that I realized how meaningful I would find it to have deep, emotional, important conversations about how you grow into who you’re supposed to be.

The one trademark of my journey is that I always wanted to carve a new path. I am always looking for opportunities to jump into new territory and figure out how to leave my mark. To me, there is nothing worse than feeling like you already know how the story ends. I don’t want every day to feel like the one before. I wanted to explore and experience—and I still do.

My version of the Big Life is still a work in progress, but I will happily share some of my quest: how I received a stack of rejection letters when applying for my first magazine job (letters that I still hold on to as a badge of honor); how I threw up before one of my pitch meetings to be editor-in-chief (didn’t get the gig) and how I knew I’d aced the next one; why I didn’t meet my dream guy until I had the big job under my belt; and how we got married, had two babies, and then (sort of) talked about life, family, and work balance.

The dinners have changed my thinking in many ways. And they have occasionally been a powerful force for change for the women around my dinner table too. One group of Badass Babes has continued the conversation over Bloody Marys at a monthly brunch meet-up. In the middle of a heated conversation about the kinds of partners ambitious women need, one 23-year-old woman realized that her 38-year-old boyfriend had been lovely steady support as she waded through the rough waters of her first big job, but after a year, he was sort of an emotional anchor. The conversation turned to break-up strategies, and she left the dinner with a promise to gently set him free. At a dinner with young superstars who had made headlines in their respective fields before their 30th birthdays, the women spent the first 20 minutes offering contacts and insider info to help one another overcome whatever new hurdle they were facing. The rock-star mom dinner was the shortest—they all had new babies who would be up in a few precious hours—but also the most revealing. These women had clearly spent a lot of time thinking about how they would navigate family and career, but they’d never shared their most personal struggles. And at one dinner, after the third artichoke pizza was served and another bottle of rosé opened, one buttoned-up Badass Babe in the finance department of a company that was struggling to reinvent itself confessed that she secretly wished she could shift gears and work at a nonprofit. Two weeks later, I got a note from her, saying she’d been so moved by the conversation that she’d started applying to nonprofits immediately and landed a coveted business-side gig at a major charity.

I am honored that they’ve shared their stories with me so candidly, and I have honored their transparency by changing their names and referring to them by using only a first-name pseudonym. The women who are credited by first and last name were all interviewed on the record, and those are their real names.

Ultimately, with having had so many women around my small dining table, there is one bright and shining truth I’ve discovered: Everyone wants to know that they’re not alone in their quest for the Big Life.

Listen, you know that there have been a lot of stories treating “millennial women” as if you were strange creatures to be studied and observed, not powerful women who want to be understood and respected. (Take this recent headline from the New York Times business section: “Goldman Sachs Bankers Are Trying to Crack the Secret Habits of a Potentially Lucrative Species of Retail Shopper: Millennial Women.” A species?! Way to make a girl feel special!)

I want this book to make you feel like a badass. It’s that surge you get inside when you’re meeting that huge challenge: You’re completely in control of your domain, and the world is bending to you—the seas magically part, and all lights are green. When you’re being a badass, you feel your true power, and people give you what you want: the custom job title, the lead on a coveted assignment, or the opportunity to step into the spotlight and show the world how brilliant you really are. It’s the same bit of magic that you feel when the hottest guy at the bar asks for your number and then texts you the next day. But sometimes this all-empowering feeling gets crushed—by a crap boss, a sabotaging coworker, roommate drama, or a hookup who ghosts, leaving you crying in the bathroom at work. The Big Life is about learning to feel like that alluring, totally confident chick all the damn time.

It’s my mission to help you recognize your power—and to make the world recognize it too. And if you’re worrying whether those dark nights of the soul, all the hard work and awkward situations and complicated itchy emotions around wanting something so big and so badly, will ever be worth it, I’m here to tell you that they will. After all, this is your life . . . and it’s going to be big.
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THE BIG LIFE

THAT SEXY COCKTAIL OF CAREER, AMBITION, RESPECT, MONEY, AND A MONUMENTAL RELATIONSHIP

Whether you realize it or not, you are redefining what it means to be powerful and successful in the world. For everyone. Forever.

I’ve never really known where the conversation will go when I sit down with a new group of women—everyone is at a different place in her journey and has different experiences to share and concerns to discuss. I remember being in awe of one group of women who were true power players. These women had quickly risen to the top of their fields. They’ve managed to get major funding, disrupt entire industries, and become CEOs of companies they’d created themselves. I was energized by a dinner where many of the women were right out of school or starting their first real jobs. They came to my table bursting with excitement, swapping stories about taking their first steps in the world, and wondering how to conquer those next challenges. One common thread links all the women interviewed for this book: Whether they were about to sell the company they started for millions or they were working three jobs to make rent, they understood that their vision for the Big Life was utterly their own.

These women didn’t need to be convinced that they could do interesting things with their lives. They weren’t bogged down by a quarter-life crisis or confused about what path to follow. They knew nothing was off-limits. They understood that the Big Life doesn’t start with a nugget of sage advice from some remote mentor, and that ultimately the journey is much deeper and richer than any path suggested by the guy running the career counseling department at college. The Big Life is about making yourself a stronger, happier person—whatever that means for you. These women understood that dreams come in all shapes and sizes, and that there is no one pre-prescribed picture of what the Big Life can look like.
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ON YOUR OWN TERMS

You’ve inherited a world that has moved beyond the idea of “having it all.”

Whatever that means.

You want to define success on your own terms. You have no interest in climbing that dusty old corporate ladder, even if it leads to a corner office with a killer view and a collection of Louboutins in a massive closet—that’s not what’s important to you. You want to forge your own path. You want a career born from your passions. You want validation in the workplace, and a culture that supports and inspires you—whether that means providing opportunities for you to do good in the world or the chance to have a vodka tonic with your colleagues after a long-ass week. You have a side hustle that you’re hoping will turn into the next big thing, and give-back projects that matter to you.

This is a new work-world order. It might seem obvious and expected—after all, most of your friends see the world this way too. But this isn’t the way things have always been. The truth is that the game has changed, and you’re changing it. You are demanding candor and authenticity in everything—especially with salary transparency. And that’s starting conversations about equal pay across the board. When you insist on freedom from the office and fewer face-time meetings, it has bigger implications for all of us. You’re actually paving the road now for an easier conversation ahead about how we make room for ambition and children. You’re replacing the cold transactional networking previous generations had to suffer through with warm, friendly groups of colleagues who are endlessly devoted to helping one another succeed—in work and in life. The cynicism that was the 20-something trademark of your Gen X bosses (we practically invented the eye roll) has been replaced by overwhelming optimism and positivity.

Your Big Life isn’t all about work either. No one dreams of working all day and then coming home to some shoebox apartment, tipping cat food into a bowl, and sitting down to eat cold leftover pizza while watching Netflix. The life you imagine for yourself is full in every way. Your Big Life has you running from meetings to lunch to volunteer opportunities to cocktails. You can see yourself traveling too. You want to experience everything. At the end of the week, you meet up with the superhot someone who adores you and talks proudly about your big ambitions to his or her friends.

The key is that you’re not waiting for someday. You are living your version of the Big Life now, while acknowledging that it will change and grow as you do.

YOU MIGHT HAVE A CLEAR VISION . . . OR NOT

Maybe you could imagine the course you wanted your Big Life to take early on. Gabriella, 28, has had a major vision for herself since she was a kid growing up in a small New Hampshire town. As a teen, to pay for the private high school that she knew would give her a leg up in the world, she refinished discarded pieces of furniture, turning them into charming vintage treasures that she then sold for a nice profit. In college, she created a business that helped women overseas sell their handmade goods, and now she’s started a fintech company focused on young women. If you ask her what her ultimate destination is, Gabriella says without a pause, “Governor.” That is clarity. While she’s not necessarily going to be taking the oath of office soon—and it’s not an easy step from where she is today—being able to name it can help her strategize and develop a rounded outlook on what she’ll need to do to eventually step into that role.

But even if you can’t imagine the specifics of your Big Life, that doesn’t mean the world isn’t yours for the taking. Maybe you can identify with Sarah, 24. She left behind her parents and beloved brothers in rural New York to pursue her Big Life with her sorority sisters in New York City. Sarah’s friends are jumping right into dream jobs. One friend has a job as an assistant editor at a major magazine, and another has a gig that’s landed her on the red carpet in a fancy dress interviewing celebs. Sarah can’t help feeling slightly self-conscious that she still can’t name her ultimate goal. Deep down, she knows she could reach any goal she set for herself, if only she knew what those goals actually were. So how is a Badass Babe supposed to start building her Big Life when she doesn’t even know how to put together the basic pieces?

IT’S ALL ABOUT THE MEANING

Right now, Sarah doesn’t know what her dream actually is, so for the moment, she’s grinding away at a commission-based job at a real estate company. This job is simply a placeholder, but she knows the feeling she’s after, and that’s what really matters. Sarah wants to fall in love and have a family and go to work every day at a job that makes her feel smart and capable. Ultimately, she knows these pieces will make up a life that’s full of meaning for her.

There’s so much talk these days about finding your passion or fulfilling your purpose, but that feels like such a high bar, doesn’t it? The message the world is sending is that if you can’t find your passion or your purpose, then you’re lost. But I see things differently. For me, it all starts and ends with the meaning. Ask yourself what means the most to you, and that’s where you’ll find the core of your Big Life. It’s what we all want: to do something meaningful for ourselves, for someone else, and for the world.

It has been my greatest honor to create work that has been meaningful in the lives of young women. My mission is to make you feel smarter, stronger, and, most importantly, validated. It can be incredibly lonely to grow into who you’re meant to be. Especially when your vision doesn’t fit with the way things have always been done. But what matters most is that you feel empowered to fight for that vision. That’s the meaning of my message: Your dreams are worth achieving, and you are worth your dreams.

Your meaning doesn’t necessarily have to be weighty and serious. Fun is meaningful; adventure is meaningful. And the beautiful thing about crafting your own Big Life is that meaning can be expressed in any way: running your own tech company, saving a corner of the world at a nonprofit you founded, writing a novel, writing code, raising a family, or running marathons.

THE MEANING IS YOUR NORTH STAR

It’s meaning that matters, whether you’re the chick who has known what she’s wanted to do since sixth grade or you’re still trying to piece it all together and stay open to
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