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PRAISE FOR

ELEVATING WOMEN LEADERS


“Elevating Women Leaders is an outstanding guide for women leaders and prospective leaders (and fathers of daughters, men who are not “table-blockers,” and men who want to collaborate effectively with women leaders). Through Dr. Perryman’s story of her own growth and the growth of her movement, readers see examples of overcoming obstacles and learn how to ‘play to win.’ This book provides advice and guidance from a tested and resilient leader, whose life reflects her commitment to empowering and lifting so many others while speaking her truth.”

Patricia A. Wise

Attorney; professor of law; former member, EEOC Select Task Force on Workplace Harassment

“The journey toward leadership is not only filled with ups and downs or the typical hills and valleys, but women encounter unusual ‘sharks’ and are hampered by ineffective colleagues disguised as ‘goldfish.’ In this groundbreaking book, Dr. Tracee Perryman, a thought leader and successful entrepreneur, guides you into a captivating and mind-provoking strategy toward overcoming barriers. She intellectually lays the groundwork for all the challenges that are often encountered by bold and creative women. She uses her rich experiences to provide step-by-step guidelines on how to understand who you are, what challenges you are encountering, how to identify effective resources, and how you can effectively build your unique brand. She demystifies ways to recognize toxicity and how to address it, while also giving yourself permission to eliminate it from your status. Believing in yourself and the vision you want to accomplish through well-established approaches are offered. Each chapter offers the reader questions for reflection that provide pathways for future planning.

“Elevating Women Leaders is an essential read for any woman embarking on a new path toward success, and whether it is a leadership role, a new job, or an entrepreneurial journey, this book will be one that you will keep reading again and again as each chapter indulges you to think differently about the journey.”

Sherine Obare, PhD

Dean, Joint School of Nanoscience and Nanoengineering, North Carolina A&T State University, University of North Carolina at Greensboro

“Your book is a ‘just in the nick of time’ resource for those of us who have been around for a while and may be changing careers, for those who are new to their career journey, and for those who are happy where they are. Learning how to ‘love me as I am’ and being okay with areas that are not my strong suit is a gift I am ‘re-gifting’ to myself. Although your audience is women, I feel the need to share your nuggets of truth and advice with my adult daughters and sons.

“Thank you for your bravery in saying the hard stuff. Thank you for putting your thoughts and coaching out there for the world to see. And, thank you for showing all women how to just be who they are without guilt or without paying hundreds of dollars for someone to build their brand.

“I am not every woman, but I am me. And that’s a good thing!”

Dr. Bonnie Wilson, DHA, MBA, BSN, RN, PCC, NEA-BC

President and founder, Xceeding the Mark, LLC
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I would like to dedicate this book to my parents, Dr. Donald and Willetta. Since a very early age, both gave me the PERMISSION to shine, PERMISSION to be my authentic self, and PERMISSION to blaze my own trail. The wisdoms shared in this book are a reflection of the foundation they laid: to strive for excellence and demonstrate the highest level of ethics.

To my niece, Jamison, a rising star in her own right. My goal each day is to work towards creating a world where she does not have to fight to shine.

I am because they are!
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FOREWORD

When Tracee Perryman asked me to write the foreword for her book, I immediately felt both privileged and honored to do so. When women support women, beautiful things happen. We go against some of the negative messages in our culture that say women are reluctant to support other women. Maybe some are, but that is not me. And that is not Tracee.

Wendy Kurtz of Elizabeth Charles and Associates, LLC, who helped me write and publish my own book (and continues to support me to this day), made the introduction. I was in the middle of getting my daughter ready for high school graduation, selling my home, and moving back to the East Coast. I had every reason to say no. But when life offers you an invitation to support a woman like Tracee, you RSVP quickly and enthusiastically, “Yes!”

Then I opened her book. My eyes widened as they fell upon the chapter subheading, “Answering the Call.” I gulped. My heart fluttered. “These are the same words I use to describe why I do what I do in my life,” I said silently to myself. These exact words. In addition to being an author, I am a speaker, a leader, and now, a developer of the next generation of leaders for our world. In my former professional life, I answered the call to serve my country as a career naval officer and naval aviator, ultimately retiring as a Navy captain. My new calling is as an educator. For the past two-and-a-half years I have had the privilege to teach leadership to undergraduates at Vanderbilt University.

WHY THIS BOOK

Women leaders need to be in community with other women leaders. So many times we find ourselves in the minority—either the only woman in the room or one of the only. Leadership can be lonely and as women leaders, perhaps more so. We need to find spaces to be open and honest with each other and share the good, the bad, and the ugly that come with being a woman in leadership. We need each other.

In Elevating Women Leaders, Tracee gets radically honest with us and points the way to be honest with ourselves and one another. Her reflection questions are not only inviting, but also piercing in their honesty. When I say piercing, her questions might make you feel just a wee bit uncomfortable—thankfully. Real growth comes from radical honesty.

Tracee is a woman who knows her mission and she excels in it. As she says, “Making a difference in the lives of those without resources and a voice is my call.” She lives her call and uses it as a framework for the personal and professional decisions she makes in her life. She doesn’t listen to the naysayers in her life. She navigates past them or through them and, as a result, her nonprofit has grown exponentially.

BRANDING AND BEYOND

Tracee stays true to her brand and teaches us how to do the same. She uses the term “brand” in a most unusual way. You will think differently about your own brand as a result of reading her book. I promise.

Most of us consider our brand as how we present ourselves to the world. Yes, that is true. However, that is only partially true. Tracee extends the concept of branding beyond the external to our internal branding. Sometimes we need to change the stories inside our heads to move forward into our callings. And sometimes we need to take the advice of our mothers (or Tracee’s mom at least) to ensure we embrace aesthetics, creativity, and good taste as part of our brand. I smile as I imagine Tracee’s mom washing her silver, her hands in warm soapy water, as she passes along her wisdom to her daughter. Woman to woman, the connection matters.

What struck me most profoundly in Tracee’s book was the single word PERMISSION. As women, we often use the word permission to give unto others. Permission to help others. Permission to put our careers on the back burner. Permission to place ourselves last as the culture often teaches us. Throughout her book, Tracee invites us as women to give ourselves permission in new ways, including permission to walk away, permission to swim with sharks (not the real ones mind you, but others bite nonetheless), and most importantly, permission to be who you are.

I might have read enough about leading with vulnerability and leading with empathy. Yes, it is important that we do so. I wholeheartedly agree. However, we also need to develop, then stand by our brand. We need to lead with PERMISSION. The beauty of Elevating Women Leaders is that Tracee shows us HOW to do so. She gives women a hand up, not a handout. Get reading—Tracee gives you permission, and so do I.

CAPTAIN BARBARA BELL

Ed.D., U.S. Navy (ret); Author, Flight Lessons: Navigating Through Life’s Turbulence and Learning to Fly High
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INTRODUCTION

WHY THIS BOOK, AND WHY NOW?

The year 2022 marked the twenty-fifth anniversary of a mission and movement of which I was a founding member. I began to reflect on this twenty-five-year journey, which started for me as a mentoring program for elementary school–aged girls and a tutoring program for children and youth in grades K–12. All our programming took place in one 12x20 room. There did not seem to be much of a trajectory for the work I was doing. The nonprofit and social service sector in my small Midwestern town was already oversaturated. I was told there already was a nonprofit for every one hundred people.

Much of my journey, particularly the early years, was marked with the word no, and doors shut in my face. On other occasions, I was led down roads to nowhere when I encountered those who were too “polite” to say no directly. In other instances, I was told I was flat-out “crazy.” Crazy not to utilize my University of Michigan degree to work in the public sector. Crazy not to seek the comfort and stability of a steady job and a doting husband.

Whereas I respect whatever path a woman chooses to take in her life, that path was not for me. I didn’t know for sure what I wanted, or how I would achieve what I wanted. But I did know what I didn’t want, and that was to be stifled, stuck in a predetermined routine, and told no. I wanted to think outside the box. I wanted to color outside the lines. I wanted to build a family in my time and on my terms. And I didn’t care if that required me to spend nearly the first two decades of my adult life poor. For me, happiness made me feel rich. Making a difference in the lives of those who could not speak or advocate for themselves was as fulfilling as any external form of validation I could receive. Making a difference in the lives of those without resources and a voice was my call. Equipping others with the skills to also make a difference in the lives of those without resources and a voice was my call. I acknowledged my call. I accepted my call. I answered my call.

So, how did I put myself on the path to fulfilling my call? By reaching back into the principles instilled upon me. At the core of those principles was permission. Permission to be me, without apology. Permission to set my own metrics for success. Permission to leverage other external achievements to build and promote my personal brand. PERMISSION to redefine expectations for women leaders. Permission to excel. And permission to grow.

Now, nearly forty-five years old, with a nonprofit that has grown from a budget of $0 to over $1 million (in an extremely oversaturated market), and also with a nonprofit that has a demonstrated return on investment of $6 for every $1 invested, I have exercised that permission. Specifically, permission to defy the odds. And getting to this point has been riddled with a number of frustrations, disappointments, struggles, and joys.

Naturally, success is subjective. However, I believe that my journey has taught me some valuable lessons I think women can benefit from—no matter the industry, organization size, and scope of responsibilities. I am sharing pieces of my journey in the hopes we can redefine what it means to be a woman leader. As women, we have led while combatting the pressures to be perfect, excel quietly, be effective but be polite, deliver results without offending anyone, and make contributions without taking credit for them. We must defend against pressures that govern who we are and how we should act, along with direct attacks on our personhoods, our professional achievements, and our abilities to elevate within our respected professions.

I am writing this book because I believe we need a robust, strong group of women who affirm our permission to be who we are, define what we want, and achieve what we want. I believe we need a network of women who affirm our permission to acknowledge, accept, and fulfill the calls that each of us is uniquely gifted to achieve. We all have a contribution to make to this world, and it is time we enjoy the journey. Giving ourselves permission to exist and excel helps us enjoy our journeys.

In this book, I will tackle five themes of women’s leadership.

The first is Building a Brand, Building a Life. In this chapter, I discuss self-exploration—figuring out who we are, what we want, and how to pursue what we want without apology. I also discuss how we can balance our career aspirations with our personal desires and goals to create an authentic brand.

The second theme is Stand by Your Brand. In this chapter, I present strategies for upholding and defending our ways of being, desires, and paths to our calls when we are challenged by external influences.

The third theme is Peace While Swimming with Sharks. In this chapter, I outline a number of tactics that sharks use to distract, discourage, and destroy our calls. I provide strategies for how to navigate those sharks without becoming bitter and resentful.

In the fourth chapter, Leading with Love, I continue to build upon how we resist the temptation to become bitter and resentful when we are subject to so many invalidations, attacks, and assaults. I lay out the dividends that leading with love pays and how this way of leading actually yields a number of benefits.

In the fifth and final chapter, Permission to Fight, Permission to Overcome!, I discuss the importance of standing our ground. I discuss how we decide when and how to fight. And I emphasize why it is so important to celebrate our achievements and accomplishments.

As you read this book, there will be several places where you can pause to self-reflect about your feelings and experiences. There will be questions that guide you in formulating new strategies for the future. And each chapter will conclude with a challenge to put those new strategies to the test.

Now let us give ourselves permission to read, reflect, reset, restore—and then overcome!
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CHAPTER 1

BUILD A BRAND AND A LIFE

As much as many of us may desire success, how we define success will determine our level of joy and fulfillment. As we seek to define success, and the degree to which our goal is success, we have to first define ourselves. Who are we? Who do we want to be? Are we in touch with what we truly want for ourselves, or are we relying on society or other external voices to determine those definitions for us?

At different phases of my life, defining myself has been easier. What I wanted out of life has always been in the back of my head, but I didn’t always feel free to express those wants or pursue them openly. In this chapter, I want to give you permission to define yourself and define your wants for yourself. It is through these definitions that you become intentional in how you present yourself and pursue those wants in a hectic, chaotic world that will quickly co-opt your identity and send you in every direction except the one you want.

I will share some tools as to how we discern our wants from the voices of society and others. I will share my story of how I became in touch with myself outside of my professional identity and work. And in sum, I’ll share how I began unapologetically sharing myself—my identity and pursuit of my wants (beyond my work)—and began building my life.

I’m Not Every Woman: I’m Me

As women, we struggle with what is “acceptable” in so many spaces. We struggle with what is acceptable in our peer groups. We struggle with what is acceptable as a mother, sister, cousin, aunt, wife. We struggle with what is acceptable in our professional roles. We struggle with what is acceptable as women in general. We struggle with so many messages from the media, social media, and institutions dictating how we should look, act, interact, and make life choices. During my doctoral studies at Ohio State University, my research further reinforced these realities. Society, media, and culture influence a person’s knowledge of available opportunities, their perceptions of what is “normal” to do or achieve, their individual and collective identity, their perceptions of self-efficacy, and ultimately their decisions and behavior.

Here’s a story from my childhood that opened my eyes to the reality of such pressures. I remember being about eleven or twelve, but I can’t remember the context under which the conversation began. My father used a simple phrase understandable to a pre-teen. “Don’t believe what you see on TV.”

I also remember being a little older, about fifteen, when we were talking about the culture and dress of the times. I said to my father, “What about Parliament? Didn’t they perform on stage in diapers?”

He responded, “But we had sense enough not to walk around in diapers just because the entertainers wore them while they were performing! Entertainment is entertainment. It is not meant to educate. We knew not to take entertainers that seriously. Don’t believe what you see on TV.”

That statement, “Don’t believe what you see on TV,” prepared me to remain resilient as society, the media, and culture did its best to try to shape Dr. P. During my preteen and teenage years, society or “TV” said, “You must be a size four. Excel, but hide it. Be like a ‘cheerleader.’ Be bubbly, fluttering like a social butterfly, able to convene a group of friends and admirers.”

If these traits come naturally, then they are to be embraced! But, for me, who had already begun to define and accept myself—then a size ten to twelve—for whom the desire to achieve was innate and uncontainable. For myself, who could never play the middle—either reflective, reserved, and silent, or a force or stance so powerful that the reception was often one of shock or hostility—I had to remember, “Don’t believe what you see on TV. Don’t buy what they’re selling!”

And in taking that wisdom I found that I would never align with the societal and media images we commonly see. I am not going to fit all the societal expectations of women. I am not bubbly, and I am not going to hide what I know or apologize for being the source of a contribution. And I am not quiet, even when my voice is. Those societal, media-imposed images do not apply to me. And whether it’s okay with anyone else or not, it’s okay with me. This exploration and acceptance was the first step in defining myself in the world in which we live, and ultimately beginning to define my brand. I first objectively discovered and accepted who I am not. I was able to do so because I was granted permission from someone I respected and trusted.

REFLECTION: Take this time to explore those traits you know for sure you are not.

• What are the things in life that you know you do not want?

• Which of these traits and desires do not align with societal expectations?

• Which do not align with your familial expectations?

• Which do not align with the professional expectations of your current employment situation?

Right here, today, I am passing on the permission that was granted to me. As a woman. As a unique woman. As a woman with a special, unique call to make a special, unique contribution to this world, I give you permission to reject the messages.

Reject the pressure. Reject every expectation not rooted in the care, safety, physical, and emotional wellness of yourself, and anyone trusted in your care. I give you permission to reject every message and pressure from any employment situation you find yourself in at this point in your life. I give you permission to say, “I may complete this task, but I will not embody these values in my spirit.”

Permission to not fit the mold, or even agree with the mold, set me on the path to define what it means to be Dr. P. daily, preparing me for the day when the world would tell me over and over, “You don’t measure up.”

That permission also put me on a path to recognize my limitations, without allowing those limitations to negatively impact my defined identity.
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