
[image: Cover for Anchored, Aligned, Accountable]



[image: Penguin Random House]




About the Author

Aiko Bethea is the founder of RARE Coaching & Consulting, a leadership development firm that guides leaders to successfully navigate today’s workplace, with more impactful approaches to leadership. Bethea has been recognized by Forbes as one of the top seven anti-racism educators for companies and has been named an influencer to follow by Culture Amp. She contributed to the New York Times bestselling anthology, You Are Your Best Thing, and her writing has also been published by Forbes, Harvard Business Review, along with other outlets. She is a senior leadership consultant for the Brené Brown Education and Research Group and a faculty member of the Hudson Institute of Coaching in Santa Barbara.




Praise for

Anchored, Aligned, Accountable:

‘Anchored, Aligned, Accountable turns self-awareness and accountability into concrete practices that leaders can rely on when the stakes are high. Bethea offers guidance that is usable, disciplined and grounded in lived experience.’

– MICHAEL HUDSON, CEO, the Hudson Institute for Coaching

‘What if the moments you dread most become your greatest growth accelerators? Aiko Bethea’s practical framework empowers leaders to transcend fear, cut through chaos and create meaningful connections.’

– KATE JOHNSON, CEO, Lumen Technologies

‘Clear and compassionate … Drawing on her years of coaching experience, Bethea names what is often left unspoken in our workplaces: the dynamics of power, identity and accountability that shape our relationships. This book asks the question, “How can we each be living our values more often than not?”’

– PRENTIS HEMPHILL, bestselling author of What It Takes to Heal

‘Aiko Bethea addresses what many leadership frameworks leave unspoken: how power, identity and accountability shape our ability to lead well. She helps us shift toward cultures defined by clarity, integrity and meaningful change.’

– DR CINDY PACE, global culture and leadership advisor and host of the Shift Forward podcast

‘Aiko Bethea has spent years helping people see what they’ve been avoiding – both within themselves and in their relationships. If you’re ready to examine the patterns running your life, start here.’

– BOBBI SILTEN, chief of people & culture, Foundation Strategy Group

‘I’ve seen firsthand how Aiko Bethea helps leaders move from intention to action. Anchored Aligned Accountable makes that framework accessible to everyone. It’s clear, grounded and built for the moments when leading well is hardest. This is the kind of book every leader should read.’

– CHANEL FANABERIA, SVP of the Center for Daring Leadership

‘This book is a generous, practical guide for leaders ready to move from aspiration to action – with courage, care and integrity.’

– ERICA LEE, VP of Human Resources at Compass Group






[image: publisher alert]

WRITE-ON PAGES


Any references to ‘writing in this book’ refer to the original printed version.

Readers should write on a separate piece of paper in these instances.




Aiko Bethea



ANCHORED, ALIGNED, ACCOUNTABLE

A Framework for Transcending Bullsh*t and Transforming Our Lives and Work

[image: Penguin Random House]




Contents


	COVER

	ABOUT THE AUTHOR

	TITLE PAGE

	FOREWORD BY BRENÉ BROWN

	INTRODUCTION

	CHAPTER ONE: Defining the Bullshit

	CHAPTER TWO: Defining Transformation

	CHAPTER THREE: Anchored

	CHAPTER FOUR: Aligned (Intention and Impact)

	CHAPTER FIVE: Accountable

	CHAPTER SIX: Kelsey and Brie: Ownership and Introspection

	CHAPTER SEVEN: Carter: Discernment and Choosing Whether to Engage

	CHAPTER EIGHT: Alan: Repair, for Real

	CHAPTER NINE: Rachelle: Practicing Curiosity and a Coaching Mindset

	CHAPTER TEN: Elsa and Diane: Perspective-Taking and the Stories We Tell Ourselves

	CHAPTER ELEVEN: Alissa: Seeing What (and Who) Is Missing

	CHAPTER TWELVE: Recognizing and Resisting: Transcending the Bullshit and Living Transformationally

	CONCLUSION: An Invitation

	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

	NOTES

	COPYRIGHT






	265

	i

	ii

	iii

	vii

	viii

	ix

	x

	xi

	xii

	xiii

	xiv

	xv

	xvi

	xvii

	xviii

	xix

	xx

	xxi

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10




































































































































































































































































	Cover

	Frontmatter

	Contents

	Begin Reading






Foreword

Brené Brown

In fall 2019, our team was holding an annual training session for licensed leadership coaches and facilitators who wanted to be certified in the Dare to Lead work. A few months before the training, I got a text from Susan Mann, one of our senior faculty members, that read, “We should really try to get Aiko Bethea certified in our work—she’s an outstanding coach and facilitator.”

Susan and Aiko had worked together at the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, where Aiko was a deputy director. Susan explained that Aiko had a bachelor’s degree in government from Smith and a law degree from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and that she brought a very unique perspective to her work. I thought she sounded interesting, so we invited her to attend the training.

“Interesting” didn’t begin to describe Aiko’s talents.

Throughout our sessions, Aiko asked some of the most deeply thoughtful questions I had ever been asked in the decades I’ve been doing this work. She was also quick to recognize and offer gratitude for the contributions made by other folks in the room. During those three intense days, I watched the way her curiosity and thoughtfulness raised the level of the entire training and how she quickly emerged as a leader in this learning environment. On the last day, I vividly remember thinking, I want to sit with Aiko and talk about this work. And ask her a million questions. And learn.

Six years later, I’m grateful to report that we have spent hours upon hours talking, working, and learning together. And laughing. We can start laughing and not stop. Even when the timing is totally inappropriate. Today, I consider Aiko a mentor, a partner in the Dare to Lead work, and a teacher. And, most important, a dear friend.

One of the topics we’ve spent the most time debating is the issue of “spaces.” How do you define, cultivate, and reward an environment that:


	Facilitates connection, courage, and belonging,

	Drives a sense of purpose, meaning, and agency in individuals and teams, and

	Fuels organizational growth, performance, and impact?



Does an environment that meets all of these expectations even exist? Given the velocity of change and increasing complexity we’re facing, can we build cultures that embrace our humanity while deepening our impact?

The world would say no, but my experience says we must if we want to grow and compete. And because Aiko and I share a love of paradox and both deeply believe that non-dualistic thinking is power, we reject the idea that caring for people and performance is mutually exclusive. If you’re not doing both, you’re missing the right skills and the right systems.

We landed on the belief that finding an all-encompassing cultural framework would be challenging and possible, and would require direct experience working with individuals and a solid understanding of large systems. But that felt like a fun provocation. Honestly, when we weren’t laughing, we were often talking about the intersection of the micro and the macro, of self-awareness and systems thinking.

Bring on the challenge!

Most of us who have studied iterations of environments like safe spaces, psychologically safe spaces, and brave spaces have either found deep flaws in the assumptions underpinning the core concepts or, when the concepts are sound, discovered that their operationalization results in programs that are misguided and practices that are misinterpreted or, even worse, weaponized.

One day in 2024, over lunch, Aiko told me about a framework that captured key points she’s learned over the past decade—a framework that had the potential to deliver what we’d identified as critical to a thriving culture and a high-performing organization. Given that her last decade includes coaching C-suite clients across industries, building high-performing teams, and facilitating Dare to Lead work across the globe, I was on the edge of my seat. I will never forgot Aiko speaking these words:


We need to create cultures where people are anchored in their values, where their intentions and impact are aligned, and where people hold themselves and others accountable in productive ways that lead to real change. We need anchored, aligned, and accountable spaces.



Her words held such resonance for me that they took my breath away: anchored, aligned, and accountable. Straightforward, simple, and powerful. In the quicksand of uncertainty that defines our organizations and communities, this framework immediately felt like strong ground.

Aiko’s framework offered me absolute clarity—a welcome antidote to the overwhelming “not knowing” that we all face today. It made sense: My job is to stay anchored in my two defining values—faith and courage—to make sure that the intentions driving my words, thoughts, and behaviors are aligned with the actual impact that I’m having on others and on my work (requiring a healthy dose of self-awareness and connection). And last, I must find the humility and discipline to hold myself and others accountable in a way that facilitates actionable change.

Because we’ve worked on several large-scale organizational transformations together, we’ve had the unique opportunity to spend an entire day testing her framework using real examples of leaders and teams in struggle. We ran difficult scenario after difficult scenario through the lens of the Anchored, Aligned, Accountable approach. We also talked about some of our own hardest experiences as leaders. We were both blown away by the results.

That same evening, I once again found myself reaching for her developing framework, this time in a very personal situation. Both of my children are now in their twenties and are full-on adulting. It’s such a privilege to watch your children navigate this difficult world while developing their own value systems. But it can be hard, too. Perspective is a function of experience, and sometimes it’s easy for me to try to intervene because I think I know how the story will end and I want to minimize their struggles.

In this situation, one of my kids called asking for guidance on what felt like an impossible dilemma with a friend. After listening, asking clarifying questions, and empathizing, I asked if I could share what I had learned that day from Aiko. I went through the framework and within minutes there was increased clarity.


Oh, this is super helpful, Mom. Using this, the first two options we talked about would be out for me because they’re not really in my values.

I’m not sure I was clear about my intention; I was trying to avoid an awkward situation, but the impact was maybe making everything more confusing.

I think I know what I need to do next to be more accountable. Feels hard.



Aiko’s framework immediately offered both of us a way to break down a difficult situation into exactly the right pieces—pieces that ground us in our values and our commitment to ourselves and others. And did I mention how incredible it is to have adulting children as teachers?

Over the past year, we have taught Aiko’s framework to our network of coaches and facilitators—and directly to many of the leaders with whom we work. The response has been tremendous. People are hungry for meaningful connection, even when it requires tough introspection and conversations that can feel uncomfortable. I’m most encouraged by how excited people are about a process that is rooted in their own values, that supports the building of deeper self-awareness skills, and that normalizes everyday acts of accountability as core to trust and impact.

I’m excited that you have this book in your hands or in your ears. Aiko’s framework has made me a better leader, partner, parent, friend, and family member. In a world where we are all struggling to find ourselves and to find each other, to build and rebuild trust and connection, I believe there is no better source of courage than getting and staying Anchored, Aligned, Accountable.




Introduction

Our world—our lives—have never been more complex and expansive than they are now.

From the comfort of our sofas, we can witness what is happening in an ordinary person’s home located oceans away from us. With the tap of a screen, we have access to the opinions of a middle schooler, a mom, a nun, a monk, or even our favorite celebrity pets—all of whom we’ve never met and are unlikely to meet. We can even obtain the mish-mashed insight of generative bots while scouring the internet.

In a world where we can gather information from anywhere and where artificial intelligence can channel the voices of anyone, our inner awareness loses calibration. We live plugged into countless connections, yet we still feel an epidemic of loneliness and alienation. We have automated solutions to everything at our fingertips, yet we still crave rest and spaciousness.

We can only change what we are aware of. So, in this present moment more than ever, we must be rigorous in increasing our awareness. In this book, I’m offering a framework that increases our awareness and gives us the tools to live not only empathetically but transformatively, in a way that speaks not only to where we are now as a culture and a society, but to the kinds of people that we want, we crave, to be—in the workplace, at home, and within our own selves.

You’ve likely encountered books, frameworks, or concepts before that have tried to tackle this same issue. Considering today’s complexity and expansiveness, leadership and workplace culture experts1 like Dr. Donald Sull and Charles Sull have done a solid job identifying the new workplace demands. We now know that employees thrive when there is an empathetic workplace. We know that they resign (even without another job in place) when the workplace is toxic (where there is exclusion, disrespect, unethical behavior—the antithesis of a healthy environment). We know that connection is paramount, and realness should be rewarded.

Yet when it comes to real solutions—to actual ways of being and navigating among one another—our workplaces, and our relationships, have evolved far beyond the guidance of leadership books and gurus. We know there’s been a shift in the table stakes of what we should expect at work and from one another, yet leadership wisdom has yet to integrate what this shift means. We are still talking about safe spaces and brave spaces. Or we have moved on to the latest viral phrase, “psychological safety.”

None of these approaches work. They have never worked for people like me—people who constantly find themselves in the minority of seats of power in a workplace. People who find themselves subject to systems meant to harm them.

Safe spaces default to the status quo and to power, because when something is spoken to question the status quo, the space becomes no longer “safe” for those in power. A safe space, therefore, requires that no one rocks the boat. I know that if I, for example, name my Blackness or call out racism or sexism, I become the interloper in the safe space. I’ve robbed the space. So, I have to ask: safe for whom?


ON POWER AND IDENTITY

When I initially started writing Anchored, Aligned, Accountable, the world seemed like a different place. Polarization, haste to hotwire and shortcut relationships, exhaustion and burnout, discontent and disdain, high anxiety and loneliness, were all rampant and on the map. Today, all of this is amplified by a thousand.

Those who recognize the despair (and possibility) are seeking ways to support, help, and self-sustain. Others are locked into a winning (for me and mine) mode. Some instinctively know there is more to aspire to than this. More that will lead to healthy connections, fulfillment, and grounding. And at times, we may find ourselves vacillating through each.

From day one, I didn’t want this book to have a default classification as a “DEI book.” Yet I know full well that a book written by a Black woman author that names identity and power likely will be typecast, and, considering today’s climate in the U.S., maybe even banned. As a leadership consultant, I am categorized under DEI, as is my business. So go figure. Sometimes you need to not worry about x, y, and z and just put the damned thing out there.

I thought about rewriting, reordering, etc., so that this book could reach and appeal to the folks who could benefit from it. And because I believe that there isn’t a single person who couldn’t benefit from being introspective, recommitting to who and how they want to be, and leaning into contentment over “more, more, more” and scarcity, I also know I need to simply extend an invitation to readers and provide this as an offering. It’s supported so many to gain clarity, find belonging within, and seek a perpetual path toward connection, expansion, and spaciousness.

The framework I am offering is simple. It will anchor us time and again. When there seem to only be binary choices, the noise is at full blast, the fog is too thick to see beyond, and even our skin feels uncomfortable, this framework can ensure that when we lose our footing (because we all do at some point), we can steady ourselves. When the world is shaking, it will teach us how to be the ground.


Brave spaces, by contrast2, challenge us and even invite us to make vulnerable statements that could rock the boat. They are a noble idea created in response to those anodyne “safe spaces” so that the quiet part can be said out loud—so that the weight of a safe space built on a foundation of harmful systems can be jarred and disrupted. It made sense for Professors Brian Arao and Kristi Clemens to move away from safe spaces to create a path to discuss controversial or challenging topics where safety is not conflated with comfort. Brave spaces can establish an expectation that we will be vulnerable. We will take a risk and say “the thing” that may not be fully baked, or that rests on emotions, or that names something that we have always known and experienced, even though no one else in the room has experienced it.

Yet brave spaces still default to inviting “bravery” from the power holders and punishing or ostracizing others. A white person with tears streaming down their face might be considered brave when they venture to share a story about their racist act toward a Black coworker. They were being vulnerable. They were brave. Meanwhile, the Black coworker is more shaken and shocked than outraged and angry. When they share this feeling with a non-Black colleague, or God forbid, an HR representative, they’re met with, “She was being brave and vulnerable in sharing this with you. Why can’t you be empathetic?” Or their fear and shock, reflected in a shaking voice, is interpreted as anger and aggression.

So: brave spaces for whom?

Or maybe a non-binary person in an 89 percent heteronormative workplace shares why failure to use their stated pronouns is harmful. They are met with harsh resentment and eye rolls, or they’re told to simmer down.

So again, I have to ask: brave spaces for whom?

The idea of “psychologically safe spaces” is a more recent buzz phrase. Dr. Amy Edmondson coined the term3 psychological safety, defined as the belief that you won’t be punished or humiliated for speaking up with ideas, questions, concerns, or mistakes. Psychological safety can be achieved through steps like setting the stage, inviting participation, and responding productively.

But like safe spaces and brave spaces, psychological safety does not require that power be acknowledged and named. Nowhere does it acknowledge that identity is a form of power and also can reflect powerlessness. And nowhere does it reckon with the fact that power (in all its forms) and identity (in all its facets) are core to whether someone feels they have permission to say the “hard stuff” without retribution or humiliation. It doesn’t matter if a leader goes through steps one to three; if they don’t have the awareness to recognize that the one woman in the room, the one person of color in the room, the one Other, must take a greater risk to say “I made a mistake” or “When you told the story about your racist action from the past, it was jolting and painful to me” or “The place we hold our monthly meetings uses chairs that I cannot fit in,” how can they possibly create an enabling space, much less one that is “psychologically safe”? If leaders and others haven’t done the work to recognize and own the power they have not only in title but also systemically, how can they create a psychologically safe space?

They can’t. They will do harm without even being aware of it, all while thinking they’re leading with empathy.

I ask you: psychologically safe for whom?

I don’t say this to drag down any attempt at creating a more authentic way of connecting. I want to show that workplaces and interpersonal relationships will always amplify harmful components of the status quo unless there is an intentional effort to change this. These frameworks can’t be used as shortcuts around the required internal and systemic labor, which is how most organizations and individuals have applied safe spaces, brave spaces, and psychological safety.

I believe the refusal to look at power and identity, as well as require accountability, is why those frameworks have continued to be applied—they are easier. They are easier because they do not look at power, identity, or accountability—and that is what many people prefer. And it is what sustains the harmful status quo. It is what leaves us with personal and professional lives that are transactional.

Thousands of hours of executive coaching, thousands more hours of consulting in small nonprofits to Fortune 50 tech companies, and my lived experiences have all taught me that solid operations are important for healthy workplaces. But individuals willing to lean into the friction of interpersonal relationships and self-interrogation are key. These are also the individuals who will live transformative lives: who will reap connection, learning and growth, and rest and spaciousness. We often lean into the quick and sanitized approach of compliance, mandates, directives, and control, but they will not yield sustainable success. They’ll provide short-term motivation, and perhaps quick fixes. But ultimately, what will shift workplace culture and our interpersonal relationships is the intrinsic motivation of individuals.

Transformative spaces will shift workplace culture and our interpersonal relationships. These spaces will yield workplaces that are empathetic, fulfilling, innovative, and not toxic. Specifically, these are spaces where:

we are anchored into our values,

our impact is aligned with our values and actions, and

we hold ourselves accountable for those impacts.

In transformative spaces, we invite accountability, and we navigate the feelings of discomfort, shame, pain, and even grief that can come with it so that we can get to the good part: being seen, being heard, and being in connection. In transformative spaces, we cannot dismiss ourselves, and we cannot look away from others. Living and leading this way absolutely requires constant intentionality, learning, unlearning, and a vigilant pursuit of our aspirational selves and collective well-being. And that is much easier said than done.

By now, you’ve likely caught on that this isn’t the typical leadership book. You are not going to escape being vulnerable here. The work involves mapping your inner landscape, looking at what’s shaped you and taught you and hurt you, and other factors that will feel raggedy and like a hot mess at times. But you’ll also get to experience the transformational change of others as you read through stories, make choices, and yes, squirm uncomfortably as things unfold in various scenarios. The overall idea is that when these funky feelings arise within you, you’re not left in the lurch. You don’t feel like you’re the only person who’s ever had this happen, because you can see it happening on the page. You’ll see that there’s a better way to belong to yourself and be in relationship with others. There are healthier workplaces to build. There is always a clear path forward.

On that note: In this book, I will use terms and even ideas that may be familiar to you, but I will apply them in ways you might not have seen them applied before. That’s why you won’t read this book the way you may have read other books in the past—skimming for the highlights, getting the top-level bullet points, whatever. You’ll need to engage with these ideas and concepts fully to get anything out of them.


CHANNEL SURFING: HOW TO LISTEN (OR READ) EFFECTIVELY

When explaining ineffective vs. effective communication, I like to use the metaphor of the three different channels of listening—but it applies just as much to reading. You may be familiar with Channel One and Channel Two listening from effective communication training, but I want you to go one step further to Channel Three—here’s the breakdown.

Channel One listening is just listening to respond. If you’re talking to me, I’m focusing on getting whatever I need out of the conversation so I can dip out quickly. I’m interested just as much as I need to be for CYA [cover your ass] measures, or to fill in a pre-drawn blank I have in my mind. It’s surface level, bare minimum. My mind is on what I’m going to do (or say) next, not on what you’re really saying.

Channel Two listening is where the majority of our communication tends to happen. It’s listening to understand: trying to get more context, trying to put together the pieces, trying to get up to speed on a situation. It’s still very facts-based, but involves more active listening, more synthesis of ideas.

Then there’s Channel Three listening, the listening I coach people on, which is listening for connection. When you’re listening for connection, everything changes. Your body language changes: You make longer eye contact, you fidget less. Your internal dialogue changes: You’re not caught up in your own chatter. The energy changes: You’re aware of what the other person is feeling and what you’re feeling, and you’re more curious. You’re embodying empathy, in other words.

When you read through these chapters, try to tap into that Channel Three listening mentality. Don’t come in with a seek-and-destroy mindset to fix one particular issue and nothing else, to problem-solve in one area, or to get a quick pros-and-cons list of how to behave. Show up fully and open to possibility, the same way you try to show up as your best, aspirational self when you’re listening to someone whose relationship you value.


Here’s an example of what I mean. There has been plenty of talk about being values-centered. It is now old hat to hear someone say actions speak louder than words or impact outweighs intention.

But knowing those truths and living them out are two different things. This follow-through—this central tenet of transformative spaces—demands accountability, and accountability can still be a scary word. Especially at work, we associate accountability with being terminated or put on a performance improvement plan, getting shamed and called out, being a scapegoat or made an example of.

Instead, we need to understand that accountability can look like curiosity. It can look like respect. It can look like care and love. It can look like a container where people like me have more space to thrive. I don’t have to be left sitting in silence and disregarding harm because I’m expected to coddle someone and even cheer them on because they are being “brave” or courageous. I can name an impact. In that way, accountability isn’t a punishment, but a prerequisite for long-term learning, and it’s that long-term learning that translates into systemic and cultural change. Because the reality is that humans move faster than the speed of culture change.

We are the metronome for change—we set the tempo, and it’s time to speed it up. To get the workplaces we want, to be fulfilled, to live the transformative life that is the result of connection, learning and growth, and rest and spaciousness, we need to move toward creating anchored, aligned, and accountable mindsets and spaces. We need to shift away from this place where safety looks like being a keyboard warrior, bravery looks like Being Your Own Person (no matter whom you hurt), and psychological safety perpetuates the false idea that vulnerability is the same for all of us (because it isn’t). The stakes and the circumstances aren’t universal. Think about it: Is it the same for the only woman on the tech team to ask for help as it is for a male? Is it the same for a large-bodied person to share that there are certain foods they are unable to eat as it is for someone in a smaller body? Is it the same for the CEO to confess that he made a mistake as it is for the newbie? Is it the same for someone with an accent to ask for clarification as it is for someone without an accent? We need to shift toward a place of balance, of awareness and self-interrogation, and of constant willingness—eagerness—to readjust.

Intention and Relentless Presence and Persistence

When I was growing up, my Obachan (“grandmother” in English), a practicing Shinto Buddhist, would set up stacks of stones in our yard. They were small, organic, simple little structures, but to be honest, they didn’t look like anything special, at least not to me and my siblings. We had no real sense of what they were for. And so, like kids do, we would mess with them: Kick them over or run around them, pick at the stones and let them collapse.

But she would always put them back, restack the stones, and restore the structures. She didn’t believe in leaving things broken, or in throwing them away.

Now that I’ve grown up, I believe I know what those little stone towers were, and what they meant to her. The simple stacks of stones we call cairns in English are a lesson in balance, grounding, and alignment. And that’s why I’ve chosen them to represent the work of this book—on the front cover, and throughout.

Cairns represent the idea of being present, being mindful, and constantly self-interrogating to avoid defaulting to old behaviors. Stones, shaped by wind and rain and time, need attention and tending to stay stacked and balanced. Cairns are structures, but organic ones that can shift and slide. They’re not walls made of bricks or cubes made of Legos that stay stable with little to no continued investment. They need mindful, indefinite attention. But at the same time, too much micro-adjusting can upset the balance. In that way, these little piles symbolize the rigor and effort required to stay anchored, aligned, and accountable.

There’s cultural significance to these stacks of stones, too. Cairns have been used across the globe and throughout time to mean a variety of things: sacred altars, beacons of safety, wayfinding markers. In parts of Europe and Scandinavia, stones are piled at the summits of mountains by those who climb them, or stacked by the road or the sea to mark a path. Indigenous communities use them as spiritual altars. Buddhists stack them by temple entrances. Enslaved Blacks in the United States used them to mark paths to safety and freedom.

All of these many meanings and uses ultimately connect to the framework’s purpose: collective well-being. We may build these cairns as a personal practice, but they are there to help others, too: to show the way, to mark progress, or to stop and request reflection and honor.

There are two main sections to this book. We’ll start by digging into what we’re dealing with and explaining how we got here. I’ll lead you through the defining characteristics of “the bullshit,” which is what it sounds like: the stuff that keeps us down, keeps us from creating healthy spaces and connection, and keeps us from being who we want to be. Next, I’ll walk through what transformation really is, what it means, and where it may already be happening in your life. I’ll explain that the whole point of transformation is to get closer and closer to being the best version of you: your aspirational self. Then, I’ll demonstrate what it looks like to really get to that aspirational self by breaking down my Anchored-Aligned-Accountable framework: how we get anchored in our values, ensure that our intention and impact are aligned, and keep ourselves accountable to ourselves and others.

After that, it’s story time.

Each chapter that follows will feature people at work and other scenarios that may feel familiar: meetings, conferences, Zooms, one-on-ones, watercooler chats, and even caretaking roles.

And in each chapter, along with the characters, you’ll have to choose. Do you speak up or keep quiet? Do you send an email or go in person? Do you bake the Little Mermaid cupcakes or not? (That’ll make sense in context, I swear.) And more important, what are you compelled to do, and why? Are you on autopilot? Are you being led by the bullshit?

These stories are entirely fictional, yet grounded in real-world experiences. The elements are drawn and composited from countless coaching clients, consulting work, and personal observations of mine through the years I’ve been at work, tailored to reflect a particular skill area needed for transformational leadership. The “right answer” at any given juncture isn’t always going to be clear—and the “right answer” isn’t always the final stop, either. Each story will play out with a chance for you to see the impact of the action, whether it’s Carter deciding to speak up, Jim deciding to sit down with Rick, or Rachelle giving a brush-off over email. It’s a little bit like those interactive adventure books you read as a kid, except there won’t be any killer rabbits or plants (sorry). It’s even supposed to be a little fun—well, kind of. I think of it as “fun” in the way a horror movie can be fun, when I’m sitting on my couch, watching with my kids, and as the music gets tight and the actors onscreen get out of the car to change the tire on the isolated road in the woods, and we all get still and tense, telling them “WHAT ARE YOU DOING? DON’T DO IT! NOOO!” Or maybe you’re the type who’s calmly telling the TV: “Really, that’s what we’re doin’? For real?”

Because yes, these stories will probably make you get tight and cringe—maybe out of remembering something you did, or maybe just with secondhand emotion from what you’re seeing the characters go through. That’s fine—that’s the point. It’ll feel this way in real life, too. Emotions (the soothing ones and the jolting ones) are part of the process, and they can be hard to watch and experience. But we can’t stay in the hot mess. We gotta move through it. And I think walking through the situations together will help us do that, intentionally. I learn through repetition and experience. Since I can’t come to everyone’s home and shadow them throughout the day, this was the next best approach.

More than that, though, this book will keep you active. There is no sitting on the sidelines, because nothing will move forward until you make a choice. (And yes, just turning to the first option every single time? That’s a choice in itself.)

Because ultimately, the real question isn’t just What can this book teach me?

It’s Who are you choosing to be, and who are you willing to be? It requires your whole heart and your whole will to unlearn comfortable behaviors (even when they are regressive) and choose to do something that is probably countercultural and counterintuitive. It ain’t exactly “safe” to say you f’d up, and it seems extremely rare to self-reflect and then make a choice to repair a workplace relationship. (When was the last time you read about how to repair a relationship in the workplace? Have you ever? Yeah, me neither.)

Only you can answer it for yourself. Only you can pull together the stones of meaning in your life and set them into a balanced formation. Only you can maintain that alignment, even when the ground shakes or things get bumpy.

So, let’s get started.




CHAPTER ONE

Defining the Bullshit

I bet you know bullshit when you see it—even if you can’t define what it is.

I’d even bet you have your own story about how the bullshit got in your way. Maybe without even knowing that’s what was happening.

I know I do. So here’s mine.

I was in my late twenties, a new associate at a law firm, and I’d managed to take some precious time off to go to a wedding. Actually, I was in the wedding. In fact, I was maid of honor. For my sister. A once-in-a-lifetime moment, right? (And the key reason I took time off.)

So there I am on the day of the wedding, with just minutes to go before my sister Yoko walks down the aisle, and I’m standing there, bridesmaid’s dress on, makeup done, little bouquet in one hand and phone in the other. Writing out a damn work email.

Why? Because one of the firm’s partners had sent me an email. And when one of the partners reaches out to you, a mere associate? You better answer. Who cares that your sister’s getting married in T-minus 30? Did they know that I was out of office? Yes. Did they know I was at a family event and on PTO? Yes.

I still remember how keyed up I felt. My nervous system was in overdrive, everything dialed up to 200 percent. My insecurity was blaring at full blast. I need to respond. The track that was playing underneath this, as I knew I had to reply: I don’t want to be seen as someone unreliable, someone not on the fast track. I need to show that I’m dedicated and that I’m available.

But what’s a trip is that I also remember how unimportant the case in question was. Like, not just insignificant compared to my sister’s wedding. Not important, period. It was some throwaway nonsense for a small civil issue with no deadlines approaching, no serious consequences, nothing that couldn’t wait forty-eight hours for me to be back in Atlanta after my red-eye and once again at my desk.

But I was still writing the fucking email.

I managed to wrap it up in time, get my makeup finished, and hustle into place for my MOH duties. The wedding went on perfectly smoothly, and pretty much everyone had a great time. Except me. Because even after the ceremonies and my little speech honoring the newlyweds, I was mentally occupied by … work stuff.

Don’t get me wrong—I was thrilled for Yoko and her husband, and more than ready to relax and cheer them on. But something was nagging at me. I didn’t quite know what, though—at that time, I had done zero self-reflection, no journaling or mantra-writing or any kind of formal soul-searching. Yet in between the champagne toasts and first dances, I still hit this moment of clarity when I couldn’t stop thinking about that damn email.

This is some bullshit.

And I immediately told myself, basically, to shut up. Stop complaining. You’re being paid more than most people. You should be grateful.

Because, to my mind, I had plenty of good reasons not to think like that. I was making over six figures in my late twenties. I was at a prestigious, competitive, name-brand firm. I got all kinds of luxe perks, like client lunches in fancy restaurants and swanky after-work receptions.

In addition, it didn’t seem like too many Black folks were coming in as associates straight out of law school, or further climbing the ladder. So yeah, I had to—had to—prove myself, prove that people like me could cut it. And opting out of practicing law impacted other folks and their narratives and sense of worth. Ask any Asian person what their parents wanted for their career: doctor or lawyer (now maybe engineer can be added to the list). I believe my mom didn’t really second-guess that my work was harassing me … because wasn’t there a sense of pride that this big law firm kept reaching out to her daughter?

And the law is not a profession where you can take it easy—at least, not at that level of firm. If you were an associate, you were busting your ass, because you wanted to be on track. Make partner. And once you made partner, well, you’d bust your ass some more to hit your billables, retain clients, win cases. Being at the firm was like a pie-eating contest where you cram in as much as you can … and then the prize is just more pie.

It would be months before I did anything to change my situation, to identify in a meaningful, lasting way what really took me to the edge about that email and all the expectations holding it in place. But my eyes were opened, and I started to notice other places where this misalignment, this bullshit, was present in my work, and later in my own personal life.

I remember a few weeks after Yoko’s wedding, I was leaving the firm really late one night—as usual. The security guard, this older Black gentleman, wished me good night (though it was technically morning), and asked me a question.

“Are you married? You have kids?”

I told him no, and he just shook his head. “Well, if you want ’em, you ain’t gonna get ’em. With you being here all night until two A.M.? It ain’t gonna happen.”

I wasn’t pining to be married or be a mother or any of that stuff. So it wasn’t that he gave me a wake-up call about any particular dream I had. But what he did do was make me think about the math. He made me think, What else am I giving up to work here? What is the cost of staying? And I was starting to realize that the math wasn’t mathin’.

See, whenever I’d noticed the bullshit before—at the wedding, at those fancy client lunches, at any point in my seventy-hour workweek—I’d been thinking so much about the costs of leaving.

I can’t leave, because I’m making such good money, and what kind of person would just throw that away?

I can’t leave, because what would people think? That I can’t cut it? Also, I can’t burn bridges.

I can’t leave, because then I’ll just be adding to the narrative: There goes another Black associate who couldn’t hack it here. Those diversity hires …

I can’t leave, because how would that make my mom feel? She’s so proud of me, and my success makes her sacrifices worth it.

But I never asked myself what the cost of staying would be.

And ultimately, I realized the cost of staying was not living the life I really wanted or being the person I actually want to be. Being compliant with a culture and way of life that I didn’t agree with.

There was much, much detangling to come from there. I was not magically enlightened and set free from that moment onward. But it was an early first inkling, that this is bullshit feeling at the wedding, that finally started me thinking about how much I was being held in place by stuff that was not me. That I did not believe in. That I did not want to contribute to.

And that’s a feeling I think everyone has had.

Because the bullshit is everywhere.

When everyone’s talking about change, values, or Living Your Best Life, as though these concepts are some kind of golden ticket to amazing organizational culture, but no one’s doing anything differently—that’s it.

When you’re trying so hard not to be that person—the person unloading on other folks, constantly getting caught with their foot in their mouth, and doubling down, even when they know they’re wrong (or at least aren’t “right”) and could’ve done better—that’s it.

When you’re avoiding meetings and certain people. When you’re biting your tongue. When you feel yourself get passive-aggressive or get ready to go off or blow your top at someone else for the same thing. When your 360 review comes back like a punch to the stomach—“Is that what they think of me? I’m just trying to get ahead like everyone else!”—that’s definitely it.

When you find yourself saying things and doing things you swore you’d never do, being a person you’d never be, but still keep it up, because those are the behaviors that get rewarded.

When you’re showing up in accord with the way your family has always done things, the way you were taught to succeed at work, and in the ways that have worked for you before and even for the leaders you’ve seen who have “made it,” but you still feel “off” and like something’s not right.

Or when you’ve appointed yourself the Judge and Jury and find yourself sizing everyone around you for how they dropped the ball, how they could’ve done this better, why they should’ve said that differently. When you don’t even give yourself a pass from the judgment, and find the Judge has plenty to say to you when you drop the ball, screw things up, or even consider doing something different.

That’s it. That’s the bullshit.

The bullshit is what keeps us stuck. It’s what derails, silences, pushes our buttons, and leaves us feeling helpless to do any different. It’s the pettiness, the hurt, the harm, the irrational beliefs, the trifling nonsense that somehow takes up most of our time, time we know we could be spending on better things—like creating and nurturing quality relationships and connection. At times you may wonder, “Is this really all there is?” Or, “I can’t believe I’m putting up with this,” or “Why doesn’t anyone call this out?”

But the bullshit is not just everyone else’s problem, either. The bullshit burns out empathy and wears down relationships, but it’s always, always a two-way (or more) street.

Because the bullshit comes from each of us failing to live up to who we want to be. It comes from you not striving to be your aspirational self and me not being in touch with my values day-to-day. It’s our inability and even our unwillingness to hold ourselves accountable. It is no one person’s problem, but a collective responsibility.

And that makes all of us—each of us—responsible for changing it.

I’m calling several derailers “the bullshit” because, one, that’s just how I talk, and two, because these behaviors, beliefs, and even systems fit really well with engineer and programmer Alberto Brandolini’s theory1 of the Bullshit Asymmetry Principle. Maybe you’ve heard of this before: “The amount of energy needed to refute bullshit is an order of magnitude bigger than that needed to produce it.” That’s so often where we find ourselves—unsure of how the hell we got here, or choosing shortcuts and defaults, but then unable (or seriously unwilling) to do the hard work of digging ourselves out.

That’s where I found myself when I realized that staying at the firm was taking so much more from me than leaving ever would. Even though I was objectively miserable, the only question I ever thought to ask myself was, “How could you possibly let all this go?” The scale was crooked. The sacrifice was asymmetrical. But it took me a long, long time to see it.

Accepting bullshit is a slippery slope, and this can get especially bad at work. In our work culture, there are layers upon layers of structures of power and obfuscation. There are mountains of pass-the-buck and plausible deniability and cubicles full of people muttering, “Not my problem, not my problem.” (And that includes you—and all of us.) Meanwhile, there are molehills of intentionality, impact that is unaligned with intention and values, and holding ourselves, organizations, and others accountable.

Moments of bullshit at work are also the obvious ones with perhaps the clearest costs. Do you pause to hold someone accountable or just let their foul behavior continue? Do you apologize and make amends when you know you were out of order, or do you just go about your day as if you’re clueless? Do you participate in gossip and back-channeling, do you cave and withdraw, do you let that relationship turn to dust because there is no time, energy, or willingness on your part to repair it or better understand the other person or yourself?

But the bullshit isn’t restricted to our office lives. The idea that we even have distinct and separate office lives—that is bullshit. We don’t show up at work, and then the rest of the world disappears. For too long, the workplace has been treated like a vacuum. All of a sudden, when you click that laptop on or drive up to the office, all else is supposed to dissipate: that argument with your partner, parent, or child disappears into the ether, and we are officially At Work Aiko. The fact that my heart almost collapsed three times on the way to work because a police officer was driving behind me, or because of the increase in hate crimes against Asian American and Pacific Islander (AAPI) community folks, or because the morning news showed politicians arguing that slavery be taught as “a good thing” for the enslaved, isn’t supposed to matter or impact me once I’m At Work Aiko.

When our work starts to demand more of us, it can also require that we ignore things on the home front. And, when things aren’t going so well at home, believe that it seeps into our work lives. After all, time isn’t infinite, nor is our capacity. Or maybe work just perpetuates a terrible cycle of stress. It’s easy enough for you to just be at work, keep your head down, and play chess with people over bullshit, but you’re going to end up paying the price in other places—like with your spouse, kids, and friends. Then again, sometimes we bury ourselves in work precisely because we don’t want to deal with stuff in our lives with a high emotional price tag, like our actual feelings of pain or hurt. And hardships in our personal lives can certainly result in a decline at work, as well.

Even when we think we’re dealing with and navigating the bullshit head-on, we’re often coming up short.
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