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DEDICATION

To my tribeLaurie, Sandy, Shannon, Lisa, and Greydythank you for being in my life and for being the amazeballs women you are. I would not trade a single moment of the love, laughter, tears, and cocktails we have shared.





DISCLAIMER
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By reading Taboo Topics, you understand that Nicole Johnston is an executive and leadership coach and the owner of innatePOWER LLC. Our purpose is to empower women who want to achieve more in their careers.

Taboo Topics is for informational and educational purposes only. The information and education provided are not intended or implied to supplement or replace professional medical treatment, advice, and/or diagnosis.

Although we do our best to make sure all the information contained herein is up to date and accurate, we do not make any representation that all the information contained herein is accurate or free of errors at all times. We do not assume any responsibility for accuracy of the information in Taboo Topics or its safety or efficacy as it applies to you. You should review any and all changes to your diet, lifestyle, exercise regimen, or supplement routine with your physician or a medical professional before trying it yourself.

We do not offer any representations, guarantees, or warranties of any variety regarding the book Taboo Topics in any way, including but not limited to its effectiveness, safety, potential harm, or results achieved from your use of its materials. The information is offered AS IS and without representations, guarantees, or warranties of any kind, including but not limited to implied warranties of merchantability and fitness for a particular purpose, either express or implied, to the extent permitted by law. We are not liable for damages of any kind related to your use of the information in the book or any information contained or discussed herein.

By using the information in the book, you implicitly signify your agreement to all the terms contained herein.

If you have any questions about this disclaimer, please contact the help desk at help@innate-power.com. Thank you.





Taboo (noun) /təˈbuː/

1a: a prohibition imposed by social custom or as a protective measure

1b: something that is not acceptable to say, mention, or do: something that is taboo

2: a prohibition against touching, saying, or doing something for fear of immediate harm from a supernatural force

3: belief in taboos1
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INTRODUCTION
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One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman.

 Simone de Beauvoir

Like most kids, when I was little, I didnt think much about the differences between boys and girls. I had friends and cousins who were all doing the same things I wasplaying sports, playing games, and just being kids. I do remember, though, the first time I felt other and knew it had something to do with being a girl. One of the girls in my fourth-grade class had gotten her period. It was toward the beginning of the year, and this little nine-year-old was dealing with massive body changes. One fall day, we came back inside from recess. During recess, someone had taken all her pads out, opened them up, and stuck them to her desk. A lot of the kids, including me, didnt even know what the pads were. But, to this day, I remember looking at the little girls face as silent tears came down. I knew she felt hurt, embarrassed, shamed, violated even, but I had no idea why. I did not know what to do or how to act.

Our teacher was livid, and I had never seen that teacher get mad before. She sent the girl to the nurses office first. My teacher then did what, in retrospect, was a brilliant thingshe said that whoever had done that to the girls desk was guilty of being a thief and a vandal, someone who thought it was fair to take someone elses property and destroy it. Most nine-year-olds do not understand the concept of body-shaming, but they clearly understand the concept of mine. The teacher then asked everyone how they would feel if someone went through their desk and destroyed their property. Some heads hung a bit lower than others by the time she was done. I knew something more serious than stealing crayons had happened, but again, I didnt understand what.

As you can guess, this little girl was also the first one to develop physically. By fifth grade, she needed to wear a bra because her chest was fully developed. No one messed with her pads again, but now, in the words of my classmates, this little girl had evolved into a slut. I dont remember if someone said that word directly to her face or if the kids in my class started using that word to talk about her, but it was obvious that her physical changes made others uncomfortable. The way they tried to regain their comfort and power was to do it at the expense of that little girl who just happened to hit puberty sooner than everyone else.

I did not get my own period until eighth grade. It happened during one track practice in the spring. At that point, I was more cognizant of puberty and had a general idea of what was happening, but menstruation was still largely mysterious. I certainly did not understand the frequent comments of a sexual nature either. I heard other kids increasingly make remarks like when they called the girl a slut. I heard sexual judgments from both boys and girls, just because of how someones body looked: Look at her boobsshe wants it. I didnt understand what the it was that girls supposedly wanted, but the boy who said it sure had a definite idea. I heard comments that had no basis in fact, like Only whores use tampons. I thought tampons were amazing, and I didnt get how that made me a whore.

These early experiences taught me that if people are uncomfortable, they will try to take control at the expense of others. Girls and women wereand still arejudged for everything, even for things beyond their control. If you developed too early, you became a whore. If you didnt want to go to the parties where people spent the entire time making out, you were frigid. If you dared to question authority, you were being bitchy. If you were in a bad mood, you must be on the rag. All these dismissive responses taught women that it was safer not to challenge or seek attention, and that it was better to be less than they could bebecause it was safer. You didnt want to be flagged as different. You certainly didnt want any genuine feelings to be dismissed and reduced as something you should just suck up and suffer through. By the time I entered high school, it was already apparent to me that the easiest way to hold women and girls back was to minimize anything of importance by turning it into that demeaning punch line of feminine challenges: It must be PMS.

What these and other similar episodes taught me was that so much more was happening than what I was observing and hearing, but I just couldnt quite grasp what that was. Those of us who are Gen X and were raised as feral packs roaming neighborhoods (Its 10 p.m. Do you know where your children are? was an actual commercial that played on television every night) did not grow up with the internet. The ability to access information and have questions answered easily is such a mind-blowing gift. When I was growing up, we had to rely on what our moms, friends, and relatives told us, and we had to figure out a lot about life on our own. However, some things were just never discussed. Some of the information given was correct, while some was so off base. We all did the best we could with whatever information we had, but growing up, I thought there had to be an easier way to figure stuff out.

As I grew up, went to college, and struck out on my own, I remember so many instances where I felt other again. I was missing something, and I felt that there must be a better way of doing things. I was determined to figure out what that was. From understanding the changes happening in my body to creating my first personal budget (disaster, by the way) to trying to navigate a corporation, I recall being so frustrated because I couldnt find the answers I needed. The answers I could find were never quite right.

I now understand why there was a gap in the information I was getting, and it was mainly because the solutions offered were inevitably based only on data derived from men. It is jaw-dropping how much male-centric data is used to determine everythingfrom bus stop placement to seat belt safety metrics to prescription medicine dosages. The male gender is the standard default for almost everythingeven when it makes zero sense for male data to be used. Read Invisible Women: Exposing Data Bias in a World Designed for Men by Caroline Criado-Perezyou will probably be just as frustrated as I was to learn how much of the world is not designed for half the population.

After graduating from college in the mid-90s, I started working in Phoenix. I felt blessed beyond reason when a female mentor, Jane, was assigned to me. Jane was phenomenal for many reasons. She was tall like me, was great at her job, and was so funny. She carried herself with confidence and approached situations with a positive, inquisitive attitude. Observing her gave me a good idea of what I wanted to be in life. What I loved most about Jane, though, was her transparency and authenticity while mentoring me. She was the first person to validate my feelings about some of the unfairness happening at work. She also shared situations she had lived through, how she handled them, and what she would do better or differently. This was my very first glimpse of what it meant to have a tribe.

For those of you who know what it is to have a tribe, I raise a glass in toast and salute. For those of you who dont have a tribe, this book will talk through why it is important to have that group who will love you, support you, call you out when you are being an idiot, and know what truly makes you you. Having a group you can go to that has shared experiences, beliefs, and even customs is absolutely critical. Throughout my life, I have been blessed with some phenomenal, amazing, wonderful, magnificent, stupendous, kickass women who have been friends and mentors. They are who this book is dedicated to. My tribe started with my sister. As I have met other exceptional women throughout, I have brought them into my tribe as well. I trust these ladies with everything.

My tribe has helped me learn and has helped me through so much. I cannot tell you the number of mind-opening, life-altering conversations I have had with my tribe. Nothing is off-limits; nothing is taboo. Discussions about money? Weve had them. Discussions about dating? Those too. Discussions about sex toys? Absolutely. Buy. The. Womanizer (thank me later). The amount of laughter, tears, and glasses of ros shared within my tribe is immeasurable in its value. Most importantly, I have learned that it is OK to ask questions and OK to be vulnerable. Your tribe has got you, and they will not dismiss your emotions, pain, or challenges as something so reductive as PMS. They will only want the best for you.

No one fundamentally knows how to do things; we must be taught; we must learn. Whether it is applying the perfect winged eyeliner or dealing with a sexist boss, skills are needed. Skills must be accessible and practiced. Throughout my life and my 30-year career as a sales leader at Fortune 500 companies, I have made it a habit to share any tips or tricks that I have learned that make life easierespecially for women, and especially with my tribe.

I am also a strong advocate for preparing and practicing in advance of situations and for building the skills to deal with any challenge. I believe that the less shame we allow to be placed upon our fundamental selves (no, periods are not nastythey are a fact of life) and the more open we are among ourselves (OMGyour salary is what?), the more the female definition of things will be accepted as a viable standard, and we will be able to eliminate much of the bias that exists.

The less willing we are to share and address issues, the more aspects of our lives will continue to remain shrouded in silence, and women will continue to earn and achieve less than we should. This book aims to bring to light the topics that matter yet are rarely discussed. From psychological safety to self-care, each chapter delves into the unspoken aspects of womanhood.

This is more than just a bookits a call to reclaim your power, validate your experiences, inspire change, and build your tribe. It is a recognition that the female experience is valid. It matters. Even if it makes men uncomfortable, it is not taboo. It is not to be dismissed or brushed aside as something we just need to suffer through (you know for damn sure that if men had cramps, that particular problem would have been solved hundreds of years ago). And we should not let mens discomfort dismiss our own need to learn and grow. In a salute to the first time I felt other in my life, the topics we will discuss in this book will touch upon that shameful topic that women are not supposed to acknowledge or discuss: PMS. Taboo Topics is divided into three sections, P, M, and S, and in each section, youll be amazed how many parts of womens lives that no one wants to discuss fall into those three taboo-filled letters.

Now lets dig into all those Taboo Topics that really exist around womanhood.
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PASSION JUST LEAKED OUT OF MY EYES
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Tears arent a display of weakness, they are a testimony of strength. Tears show the world that you can go through darkness and come out the other side victorious even if it hurts for a time. It proves that you have not let this earth tear away your heart. It is those who cannot cry who should be pitied.

 Talis Jones

The topic of women and emotions is fraught with stereotypes and issues. How many times have we heard that women are too emotional to be president? Have you ever felt like youre walking a tightrope when it comes to showing your emotions? Youre not alone. For many women, expressing emotions can feel like navigating a minefield. Our displays of emotion are often frowned upon, misunderstood, mocked, or outright dismissed. Why is it so hard for women to express emotions openly without facing criticism or judgment?

In a world where emotional expression is a key part of human connection, its puzzling that emotions can be so heavily regulated for women and are treated as taboo. Two of the biggest reasons for this are cultural norms and double standards. Most of it comes down to womens emotions making othersespecially menuncomfortable.

CULTURAL NORMS

Many societies have deeply ingrained cultural norms that dictate how women should behave. Traditionally, women have been expected to be nurturing, gentle, and accommodating. Strong emotions, like anger, frustration, or extreme passion, can be seen as disruptive or confrontational. These strong emotions dont fit neatly into the prescribed mold for how women should express themselves.

As a result, women who show strong emotions are often labeled hysterical, emotional, or even unladylike. These labels can be used to dismiss or discredit their feelings, making it harder for them to be taken seriously.

DOUBLES TANDARDS

When men express anger, its often seen as assertiveness or leadership. But when women do the same, it can be viewed as a character flaw (and is frequently labeled as being bitchy).

This double standard reinforces the idea that women should manage their emotions in a way thats acceptable to others, rather than expressing them authentically. Its as if theres an unspoken rule that womens emotions need to be filtered through a lens of politeness and restraint.

In addition to navigating work, team dynamics, customer expectations, and everything else, women need to constantly self-monitor to ensure their reactions do not cause discomfort to others.

I SHOWED EMOTION AT WORk. NOW WHAT?

Oh. My. God. I cried, and my boss saw it? AAAARRRRGGGGHHHH!!!!!!!

Knowing how problematic expressing emotions is for most women, imagine you are now being confronted with your worst nightmaresomething has happened at work and you have had an emotional reaction. You have cried at work.

At this point, what are the options? Fake an injury? Move? Pretend you died? Act like it never happened?

No, none of these are feasible, nor are they helpful. First, lets take a step back and take a deep breath.

[image: ]

First, is it OK that you cried at work? Absolutely. Emotions are a vital part of what makes us who we are. Being frustrated when things do not work out is normal. Being ecstatic when things go well is wonderful. Crying may not be your preferred method of communication, but it is a valid one.

Does showing emotioneither positive or negativechange your worth as a person or an employee? No, it does not. By now your inner perfectionist is trying to elbow its way out to scream that it does, in fact, matter because you will be judged if you do, but its wrong. Heres a little life lessonit will matter only if you let it.

After showing emotions at work, your brain has gone into panic mode and is scrambling to figure out how to recover. Againthere is no recovery needed. Expressing your emotions authentically is important for your emotional health, healthy relationships, and professional success.
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	Emotional Health: Suppressing emotions does not make them go away; it often leads to increased stress and anxiety. When women are constantly told they should calm down or not make a fuss, they may internalize these messages and end up feeling guilty for their emotions. Over time, this can contribute to a cycle of self-criticism and emotional repression, which is not only unhealthy but can also affect overall well-being.

	Relationships: Suppressed emotions can affect personal and professional relationships. If women feel they cant express their true feelings, they might bottle up frustrations until they explode. This can lead to misunderstandings and conflicts that could have been avoided with open and honest communication. It also creates a dynamic where women might feel less empowered to advocate for themselves or address issues directly.

	Professional Impact: In the workplace, the suppression of emotions can undermine professional growth. Women who feel they must constantly manage their emotional expressions might find it difficult to assert themselves or advocate for their needs. Suppressing emotions also dedicates too much of their internal resources to monitoring responses versus creating new work. This can affect their career progression and job satisfaction, as their authentic voices and concerns may not be fully heard or addressed.



THE PATH FORWARD

The good news is that change is possible. Heres how to shift the narrative around womens emotions and create space for more authentic emotional expression.

Its time to challenge the stereotypes that dictate how women should handle their emotions. Womens emotions are valid and important, and expressing emotions doesnt make a woman less feminine or less professional. By normalizing and constructively expressing emotions, we can start to dismantle the stigma.

Instead of suppressing emotions, we should focus on teaching and encouraging healthy ways to express them. This means finding constructive outletswhether through communication, physical activity, or creative pursuitsthat allow women to process and address their emotions productively. It can be easy to respond quickly when emotions are high, firing off with the first thing that comes to mind. Heres a useful tip: Always wait before sending an email out in anger or frustration. Type out your thoughts, but do not address the email to anyone. That way, it cant be accidentally sent. Wait a dayor better, wait two days. Come back and decide whether you still want to send the email. Is it valid, and will it help the situation? If not, revise your message until it effectively addresses the challenge that so frustrated you in the first place. This approach may lead to a more suitable outcome.
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Finally, it is crucial to create a supportive environment where women feel safe to express their emotions. Fostering empathy and understanding, whether in personal relationships, at work, or in broader social settings, can help women feel more comfortable expressing their emotions without fear of judgment.

FINAL THOUGHTS

People are complicated. Emotions engage when things matter to people. Emotions can inspire sudden leaps in creativity and motivate the desire to do more for the success of the team. But while emotions can be helpful, they can sometimes be chaotic. Trying to suppress our thoughts, feelings, reactions, and overall emotions is a huge drain on our productivity.

The next time you have a one-to-one with your boss after a dreaded emotional episode, think about how you are going to frame your discussion. I once had a senior female leader at Procter & Gamble counsel me this way: Point out that you showed emotions because you care. If you didnt care, you wouldnt work as hard. If you didnt work as hard, you wouldnt get great results. From that day on, I changed my approach. I now tell bosses that I am someone who cries when frustrated. I let them know that my tears reflect my passion for my work. Instead of seeing it as a weakness, I now frame it as a strength. Boss, thank you for helping me work through my frustration with that situation. You know how passionate I am about my work and how much I want to make sure we win!

Do not ask permission to have emotions, to get upset, to cry. Do not suppress your emotions; they are part of what makes you unique and amazing. Do not seek approval or apologize. Support other women in expressing their emotions. Thanking someone for supporting you is all the acknowledgment that is needed. Being gloriously human is an assetnever think otherwise.


STEPS FOR GROWTH


	Practice what you will do if your emotional response causes discomfort in others.

	Find an ally at work. Anticipate challenging situations and ask for their help to validate what you share.

	If you have an emotional reaction that makes others uncomfortable (like crying), make a joke: Uh-oh, here comes the passion again!

	[image: ] Talk with your tribe. How have they handled emotional situations at work?
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PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY
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Psychological safety isnt about being nice. Its about giving candid feedback, openly admitting mistakes, and learning from each other.

 Dr. Amy Edmondson

When I was living in Geneva, a new boss came into my business unit. This boss seemed to take pleasure in belittling others by telling stories of his own brilliance. I still remember the time he spent 30 minutes dragging me in front of eight people about the free gift we planned to include in a package and how it was beyond stupidwhen that particular gift wasnt even my choice. It felt like it was an excuse for him to bring up his story of how he had saved a business by being so much smarter in choosing the right gift with purchase for a brand he had worked on previously. I also saw this same boss absolutely kneecap and insult a VP in a different meeting by telling him to shut up. I dreaded meeting with that boss because I knew that every meeting would end with someone walking away feeling like they had been smacked down hard. In many ways, it felt like that boss wanted to actively create a hostile work environment with no psychological safety.

Psychological safety is a shared belief held by members of a team that its OK to take risks, to express their ideas and concerns, to speak up with questions, and to admit mistakesall without fear of negative consequences.2

Harvard Business School professor Amy Edmondson brilliantly describes this concept and the implications behind it in many of her books, with her 2023 publication, Right Kind of Wrong: The Science of Failing Well, being an engaging, delightful read that will help anyone understand this profound concept.

Edmondson stumbled onto the idea as she was doing research about medical errors in various organizations for her doctorate. Her initial hypothesis was that teams that worked together more effectively would report fewer errors. What she learned, however, was the exact opposite. Organizations that felt psychologically safe reported more errors and were willing to address and learn from them, whereas unsafe organizations reported far fewer errors, even though the errors happened at an equal or greater rate than in psychologically safe organizations. This led her to revise her research and branch out into a new area, where she is now acknowledged as an expert and leader in the field.

One of the key findings in Right Kind of Wrong is how intelligent failures are helpful and necessary for organizations to grow. Edmondson asks this question to organizations: [For a failure in your organization,] which of the potential causes of failure do you consider blameworthy?3
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Answers vary, and there is no right one. Edmondson then asks, What percent of the failures in your organization or family can be considered blameworthy?4 Most people, after thinking carefully, arrive at a fairly low number of less than 5%. She then asks the absolute killer question, How many of these failures are treated as blameworthy by those who matter in your organization or life?5 She shares that organizations say the answer is between 70% and 90%. The consequence of this gap between a rational assessment of fault and spontaneous response of those in charge is that failures are hidden too often. By hiding failures to avoid blame, organizations lose out on learning potential beneficial lessons.6

[image: ]

PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY IN THE WILD (i.e., WORK AND LIFE)

Psychological safety, as per Edmondson, is an environment where people feel accepted, respected, and safe to take risks to speak up, to disagree openly, or to surface concerns without fear of negative repercussions.7 It is very easy for people to tell when psychological safety is not present in a relationship, a work situation, or a team. When you do not feel safe enough to speak up, you never offer up ideas, solutions, or challenges that arise because you knowor assumethat you will get criticized or, at the very least, will not be listened to. You close in on yourself. Things that should be addressed do not get handled. It is a fairly miserable situation to be in.

I remember when I started my professional career. I was just out of college, had moved across the country to a place I had never been, and was trying to figure out my path forward. As I was trying to navigate this new world, I was keenly aware that I did not feel at all comfortable trying to learn a new job in a new location with a new team, and it made my perfectionist tendencies go into overdrive.
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In one year-end review, a boss said in writing that I would never get anywhere because I giggled. Nothing was said about my record-breaking results or the new processes I had put in place that simplified the work for the entire unit. Instead, the boss focused on the fact that I had giggled in a meeting. This kept me constantly on edge whenever I was around that man.

Another time, a division manager was visiting, and we were in a store doing a product check. The division manager asked me a question about a products list price. I replied that I needed a second to look it up (the field sales group had just gotten laptops that year). I had been trained on a computer in school, and I had quickly realized I could easily find and share information on my laptop versus going through the onerous task of memorizing it all. The division manager was fine with it and appreciated learning how easy it was to do on the laptop. But, in the post call summary and feedback, a local boss claimed I had failed because I had not memorized the entire price list. He wrote on the feedback sheet that I was a failure and said I had no future in the company.

A third superior claimed I was unprofessional because I wasnt wearing heels when on a visit to a grocery store. Picture that: A 50-year-old man felt comfortable telling a 22-year-old woman what she should wear. Did he understand that heels literally sink into the blacktop in Phoenix under the July sun? Did he realize that heels are not made to be walked in all day on concrete floors? No, but he was perfectly happy to tell me I was unprofessional for wearing flats.

As a final example, I needed product samples to take to one of my customers. I had, I thought, ordered a single eight-pack of Puffs tissues to take in. Nope, I had ordered a pallet. I remember when Viking Freight arrived at my door asking where they could drop the pallet. I needed that sample for a call the next day, so I could not refuse the pallet (which had about 40 eight-packs on it). Obviously, it was a waste of team budget for me to have a pallet of Puffs instead of a unit. However, it was a mistake, nothing more. I immediately called my boss and let him know what had happened. He screamed at me on the phone. At the end of his diatribe, I asked him if I was about to be fired. That actually caught him off guard because he calmed down and replied, Of course not.

I felt policed about who I was, what I did, and how I did it, and almost everything I said or did felt wrong. As you can imagine, I clearly did not have psychological safety. I truly appreciated the glimmers of psychological safety when I saw itlike the division manager who liked learning about what could be done on the laptop or the interactions I had with the womens employee resource group within the company that helped me feel less alone and isolated. Through all this, I put my head down and did the best work I could to get out of there as quickly as I could, because I knew that the environment would eventually extinguish whatever flame I had left.

Another personal example of psychological safety being absent was in a relationship. I remember an ex getting mad at me for almost everything. He didnt cook but would get very mad and snarl that what I made was wrong. He wouldnt clean but would tell me I was cleaning wrong. He would get mad if I closed the cupboard doors too loudly, so I left them ajar. He then would yell at me because the cupboard doors werent shut. At one point, I remember bowing my head and saying I was sorry. At the same moment, something inside me started screaming: WHAT THE HELL IS GOING ON? WHY ARE YOU PUTTING UP WITH THIS?

I remember leaving home and going on a long, aimless walk. I realized that I did not like who I had become in this relationship. I knew it needed to end, or I was going to lose myself completely.

Lack of psychological safety at work or at home creates an intensely anxious and stressful environment. Having to always be on and ensure nothing goes wrong means that we have to dedicate a huge amount of our personal resources to defense and cover-up instead of openness and learning.

HOW TO CREATE PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY

I first became aware of the concept of Stop, Challenge, and Choose when reading Play to Win! by Larry and Hersch Wilson back in the 90s. Since that point, I have personally been able to apply it in my life in many ways to better navigate my environment, and I know it has helped many others as well. Edmondsons book Right Kind of Wrong uses the framework to help build your psychological safety muscles.





	Stop

	Disrupt your reactive automatic response to failure.




	Challenge

	Examine whether the contents of your thoughts are useful for your goal and consider what other interpretation of the situation is possible.




	Choose

	Respond differently so you move further toward your actual goal instead of than reacting as you always have.




By disrupting your patterns, you force yourself to view the situation holistically versus focusing on what plays into the preconceived notions in your head.

Let me share with you a personal example of how powerful this simple model is. I strongly believe that the first time you manage people, you are likely to be a hot mess. You will do what motivates you, but it takes time and effort to figure out what motivates your team and then adjust to the team working for you. You will need to learn the














	Identify one area of your life where you can improve psychological safety. Focus on transparency and authenticity.

	Implement a strategy this week to enhance that aspect of your environment.

	Keep notes on when you Stop, Challenge, and Choose and what outcome results.

	[image: ] Talk with your tribe. Share times when you did not feel psychologically safe and what you did to try to improve the situation. Ask them for their experiences. Also, share times when each person felt psychologically safe. Identify signs or tips to help improve this.
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