
[image: Cover]


[image: ]


Katie Mehnert

[image: ]

Katie Mehnert is a builder, futurist, and force multiplier driving transformation in the energy sector. As the CEO and founder of ALLY Energy and The Bee Suite, she has dedicated nearly two decades to advancing workforce development and workplace innovation, with prior leadership roles at Shell and BP. Katie has also served under both the Trump and Biden administrations as a U.S. Department of Energy ambassador and on the National Petroleum Council.

With a remarkable talent for uniting people from all walks of life, Katie creates impactful, sustainable solutions that address immediate needs while laying the foundation for long term progress and collaboration, fostering progress, even in the most polarized environments. As the founder of the nonprofit Allies in Energy, she created Houston Energy and Climate Week, positioning Houston as a city of firsts—a dynamic hub where America is redefining its future and embracing the transformative power of energy and climate innovation.

A trusted advisor to CEOs, investors, and startups, Katie is the author of three books and has been featured in documentaries like Hot Money, The Rational Middle’s Just Transition, and Dirty Nasty People. Her insights, showcased on CNN, FOX, NASDAQ, NYSE, Newsweek, USA Today, and more, inspire leaders to reimagine the future. An avid runner, Katie lives in Houston with her husband, Mark, and daughter Ally.
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What if the boldest act of rebellion isn’t giving—but asking?

In The Ask, Katie Mehnert delivers a no-holds-barred manifesto for anyone ready to shatter the status quo and build a future that works for everyone. This isn’t your typical self-help book—it’s a fearless guide to asking bigger, bolder, and better questions that ignite change in your life, your business, and the world.

Through personal stories and lessons from trailblazing leaders, Mehnert shows how the power of asking can break barriers and spark revolutions. Meet a feminist plumber defying the odds in male-dominated trades, a visionary reshaping industry with grit and audacity, and a global icon who proves that vulnerability is the ultimate strength. Their stories—and Mehnert’s unfiltered insights—will challenge you to rethink what’s possible.

But The Ask doesn’t stop at personal transformation. It’s a blueprint for flipping markets, dismantling outdated systems, and creating a legacy that starts now. Mehnert dares you to step out of your comfort zone, embrace the edge, and disrupt the world as we know it. Edgy, unapologetic, and packed with fire, The Ask will leave you questioning everything—and ready to take on anything.

The future doesn’t wait. It’s time to ask.


Reviews for The Ask
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In The Ask, Katie Mehnert shares her journey — from childhood trauma to ringing the NYSE closing bell— proving that our greatest breakthroughs don’t come from going it alone, but from daring to ask for support and partnership. She brings this lesson to life with stories of leaders who transformed industries by asking boldly — including Vicki Hollub, who secured $10 billion from Warren Buffett, and Judaline Cassidy, who launched Tools & Tiaras with a single courageous social post. This book reveals that asking is not a weakness; it’s the key to unlocking the future. It’s a powerful guide for anyone ready to find their voice and step into new possibilities.

—Sheryl Sandberg, Founder, Lean In and best-selling author of Lean In: Women, Work and the Will to Lead, and co-author of Option B: Facing Adversity, Building Resilience, and Finding Joy
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Curiosity, creativity, and confidence are essential ingredients for success in both business and life. In The Ask, Katie Mehnert reveals that the path to achievement starts with one powerful action: making the ask. With curiosity to spark it, confidence to voice it, and creativity to shape it into opportunity, the ask becomes a transformative tool. This book is your guide to being proactive, taking bold steps, and never again having to wonder…, ‘What if I had simply made the ask?” So now I’m asking you: will you read The Ask?

—James Keyes, Former President & CEO, 7-Eleven, and Former Chairman/CEO Blockbuster, Inc. and best-selling author of Education is Freedom, The Future is in Your Hands.
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In a world drowning in material excess, distracted by endless entertainment, bombarded by provocative digital messages, and paralyzed by a false sense of powerlessness, living authentically feels like an uphill battle. Yet, the status quo is unsustainable—we need change. Katie Mehnert offers a powerful prescription for emerging triumphant from the comfortable barriers that block us from taking the bold, audacious actions we need to, as individuals and a community. Her stories of courageous askers will inspire you to join them.

—Bill Shireman, CEO & President of Solution Citizen, Founder & President of Future500, and author of In This Together: How Republicans, Democrats, Capitalists, and Activists are Uniting to Tackle Climate Change and More
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For Mom & Dad, who gave me life.
For Mark, Ally & Maddie who give me purpose every day.
For Hannah, Peggy, Bill & Sheryl for lighting the way to the most meaningful work ahead.



The proceeds from the sale of this book benefit Allies in Energy, a 501(c)(3) nonprofit focused on energy education and climate literacy with united action. Allies in Energy is the organizing host for Houston Energy and Climate Week.
For more information and to give, visit www.alliesinenergy.org and www.climateweekhouston.org.
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“The asks you make and the answers you give are between you and you. That’s where the freedom is, and that’s where the growth starts.”

—Paula Glover






Foreword

I’ve known Katie Mehnert a long time, and from the very beginning I admired her ability to ask the hard questions—and then have the courage to go looking for the answers. That takes real strength, because sometimes those answers are uncomfortable, and sometimes the toughest ones are the ones we must answer ourselves.

That’s what this book is about. The Ask isn’t just about finding the words to get what you want. It’s about asking and answering truthfully—for yourself. Not for someone else’s approval. Not to match what another person thinks or feels. The answer is yours. It’s about clarity and honesty, even when it’s hard, and trusting that there are no wrong answers—only opportunities to learn, to grow, and to live more fully in your purpose. This book is about breaking the rules that hold us back, unleashing the curiosity that drives us forward, and building a future where we find our purpose.

If you carry nothing else into these pages, carry this: the asks you make and the answers you give are between you and you. That’s where the freedom is, and that’s where the growth starts.

I ask myself these questions all the time—not about the specific work I do, but about the value I bring to the world. The answer to those questions is what drives me. In leadership, every day is an opportunity for service. I believe all work matters when it’s done well and with pride. In the energy industry, we see it clearly: the smallest thing—a single decision, a single job done right—can ripple across lives, communities, and generations.

Katie Mehnert gets that. She’s always been someone who pushes herself to grow and challenges the rest of us to do the same. She writes from a place of hard-earned wisdom and deep reflection, but she never stops at her own story. She makes space for us to see ourselves in these pages and to face the questions we’ve been avoiding.

So, as you read, be ready to sit with the hard questions. Be ready to hear the answers—even if they surprise you. And most of all, trust and believe that acting on them, in your truth, will take you exactly where you’re meant to go.

Paula Glover
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Paula Glover, Katie Mehnert and Felicia Kelly at Greentown Labs Houston, 2022.




Ghost No More

Owning My Voice with Eric Shapiro

When I first met Katie Mehnert, she was asking me for something. Specifically, she was asking for my ghostwriting services.

I was astounded that she’d even found me. For eighteen years, full-time, I’d been a partner in a company called Ghostwriters Central. A lot of the work I did there was rewarding, but a lot of it was the opposite. By the time I exited the partnership, saying goodbye to good money but hello to more freedom in my schedule and my creative life, I thought I had sealed off all re-entry doors.

I’d made sure my ex-partner had full control of the business. I’d informed my clients of my exit. Then (after the activity there had died down, and I’d backed up all its data) I’d even deleted my business email account.

I was out. Done. I didn’t want to be a ghostwriter anymore.

Until Katie asked me if I would.

She’d read an article that I’d written under my own name. We won’t relive its content here, but suffice to say, it was a little bit bold. Many people trampled me for it. Katie went out of her way to find me.

First, she went to my ex-business partner. He told her I was out, but he had new writers aboard who could fulfill her needs. She told him she didn’t want other writers; she wanted me. And she (nicely) insisted that my ex-partner fork over my contact info.

This wasn’t exactly his standard practice. For years, he’d forwarded leads my way, but that was because he was in for a percentage. Now, he had nothing whatsoever to gain, and our parting, while civil, hadn’t been entirely smooth (we are friends now, though).

Still, since Katie wasn’t backing down, he gave her my number.

I was shocked when she called me. I even felt cursed. Why-oh-why could I not shake ghostwriting from my grid? I was beginning to think that even if I’d thrown my phone and computers away and moved into a cabin in the woods, somehow a new ghostwriting client would show up and knock on the door.

Mind you, although Katie’s interest was flattering, it just wasn’t aligned to the work I wanted to do. I thought I was a punk. I thought I was a maniac! I just wanted to write transgressive fiction. I felt every minute I spent ghostwriting I was wasting my life.

Until Katie told me what her project was about.

She survived Hurricane Harvey (and not just felt a few cool gusts; the thing had all but ripped her house up from its foundation). She launched a company devoted to nurturing sustainable energy. She was also affable, receptive, funny, warm, and kind. And she didn’t need a ghost. She needed a coach to help take the book she started in her head, heart and on paper to bring it to the finish line.

My resistance crumbled. She was speaking my language.

I, like many, lose sleep over climate change. I, like many, often wonder what I can do to help. And here was Katie, asking for my skill set in service of a cause and a story I believed in.

So, I became Katie’s book coach.

And now, six years later, I am here doing it for the second time. And I’ll tell you why. She insisted I be co-author and own my voice by putting my name on the book.

How did Katie get me to do this? She’s from Louisiana, so does that mean she’s a Swamp Witch? Had she cast a spell on me, then simply snapped her fingers and gotten me to do whatever it was she wanted?

I’m not a hundred percent sure, but I don’t think so.

I think she demonstrated a clear and powerful need. She communicated that need with warmth yet force. While doing so, she not only recruited me to her cause but forged a wonderful and enduring friendship.

And now here we are again, only this time we are writing about asking.

Truth be told, I wasn’t consciously aware of any of the above until Katie came to me with the concept for this new book. I hadn’t put any time whatsoever into thinking about the nature of her original ask: how she’d formed it, how she’d pursued it, and how she’d refused to back down.

In fact, I get kind of cross-eyed when it comes to even contemplating asking. It just doesn’t come naturally to me. Like many people, I am programmed to avoid asking for help, for support, for input, or for guidance. I think I can handle everything alone (note: I can’t!). I think I’m supposed to be the helper, and never the recipient of help. In fact, the mere thought of receiving help fills me with dread.

Why am I like this?

Why are so many of us like this?

In this book, we are going to find out. And better still, we are going to learn how to ask and learn how to do so with grace, consciousness, and authenticity.

Katie has a lot to teach us in this regard, even though we will be hearing from other experts, as well. Before we get started, I want to again underline the nature of Katie’s original ask of me. She will likely be embarrassed. She will likely say she has a lot to learn (don’t we all?) and that she’s by no means an expert (but who is, really?).


“By breaking the rules we create in our heads, we can create a future that works for everyone.”

—Eric Shapiro
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But still, I’ll never forget how she approached me. Fundamentally, she was asking for help, but the reason why I didn’t notice that for years is because it didn’t feel like it.

No, it felt like she was giving me an opportunity. And it felt like more than just a mere work opportunity. It felt like an opportunity for me to grow, not just in my writing, but in how I showed up in and presented myself to the world. She never seemed less than fully empowered; she was motivated, in charge, and ready to go.

Now there’s a person who knows her worth.

And that’s how you ask for help.

Katie and I wrote this second book together because we believe bold questions have the power to change everything. By breaking the rules we create in our heads, we can create a future that works for everyone.

As for me, I no longer make my living as a ghost. I’m a screenwriter, a filmmaker, and a seeker of rare and personal human truths.


Stop Dying and Start Asking with Katie Mehnert

The boldest questions are the ones we ask ourselves, as they unlock the life we truly need.

Every great change begins with a question. But not just any question—a bold, rule breaking, curiosity-driven question that challenges the status quo and opens the door to a better future. This book is about those questions and the courage it takes to ask them.

The idea for this book had been kicking around inside my mind for about a year, but the impulse to sit down and write it went into overdrive in September 2024.

That was when I got rushed to the ER in indescribable pain.

My husband Mark dropped me off at the hospital door at around midnight. For the uninitiated, this is the worst time to go to the ER. It’s a traffic jam of all the people who’ve been putting off their pain and concerns till they finally failed to sleep through them and have shown up in desperate need of help.

So, despite my agony, I had to get “comfortable” in the waiting room.

The hours dragged on. The night was deeply disquieting.

The center of the pain was in my stomach. It was hitting a decibel that was beyond alarming; I frankly thought I was going to die.

This pain, I couldn’t trace to a point of origin.

It was 6 a.m. when they finally got me in for triage. The nurse appeared. “We’re going to have to take you in for a scan.”

I was in. Anything to shed light on what was happening and a little morphine cocktail helped calm me momentarily.

They wheeled me in a cold room. My mind was not in its normal place; each second was like scaling an ice wall with my fingernails.

I got wheeled back into my ER room and another nurse showed up soon after. She had my scan results. She said, “You have a mass on your bowel.”

Apparently, it was HUGE. And I also had some sort of hernia twisting inside me.

At that point, they gave me two options:

Option 1 was surgery; they’d go in there and cut the bad stuff out.

Option 2 was they’d insert a nasogastric tube through my nostril, initiating a vacuum effect that might ease the pressure and give me some relief.

To me, it all sounded like pure Hell.

I voted for Option 1 faster than you can say “Pain worse than childbirth.”

I remember I was screaming. I was in so much pain. I remember yelping “Give me the Michael Jackson drugs! I NEED THE MICHAEL JACKSON DRUGS!”

Had they offered to shoot me up with elephant tranquilizers, I would have shot them an approving thumbs up.

As usual, Mark, my rock, husband and amazing father of our daughter, Ally, who had gone to school, was nearby me before the surgery began. He looked at me with that reassuring loving, yet worried look, “You’re going to do great. It’s all you!”

But by then, I was in Alice in Wonderland.
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The truth was, I’d been in some form of pain or another for about a week and a half, maybe even longer. There were plenty of ways to just chalk it up to being a woman. Childbirth does a number on your body. I figured my guts were going through a bad stretch; it would no doubt work itself out.

Tracing back the weeks leading up to my visit to the hospital, work and life had been flat-out amazing. I’d been working with an army of volunteers putting on the inaugural Houston Energy and Climate Week. When the event came around, I was in full meet-and-greet mode. I entertained. I shook hands. I stood at the podium and spoke.


[image: ]

Juliana Garaizar, Katie Mehnert, Lindsay Roe, and Harris County Commissioner Lesley Briones - Houston Energy & Climate Week, September 2024.



After all the festivities in Houston, I should have rested. Instead, I took a flight to New Orleans for another keynote speech. I’m a native New Orleanian, so I met my dad, to have gumbo for lunch. It was perfect.

Till it wasn’t. Dad dropped me off at my Airbnb and all just got worse.

That night, my guts came knocking on the door of my throat. I started dry heaving. Then everything that wasn’t bolted down came up. After that part was over, since my body was already throwing such a party, I went ahead and dry-heaved some more.

I just could not get comfortable.

Whatever it was, I told myself it was only temporary. It was in that moment I prayed out loud which is something I don’t do enough. I really wondered if God was trying to send me a message.

I was right, of course, but little did I know what I’d have to go through to make the pain stop and for my prayer to kick off a process of rediscovering my faith and inner voice. With the noise of everything today, we’re not listening enough and asking questions of ourselves and the world around us. We’re just doing life.
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The pain subsided. I woke up, did my speech, and then I got on a plane from New Orleans back to Houston. At dinner that evening Hether Benjamin Brown, a colleague and client of mine looked at me as if I were a ghost. She asked me lovingly to get in the car and go straight home. So, I drove home and went straight to bed.

At around midnight, I bolted upright.

“I have to go to the hospital,” I said to Mark.

I was convinced I was going to die.
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After surgery, you receive instructions on how you should physically recover. How much rest you should get. What you shouldn’t lift. How much or little you should drive.

But nobody ever mentions what goes on in your mind. Which is to say, there’s a mental recovery, too. And not just from the trauma you’ve endured; that’s only one aspect of it.

There’s also a natural will to take an accounting of what just happened. Sometimes, that accounting will stretch back deep into your past.

“You were going into septic shock, and your body was shutting down,” the doctor said. “But you made it. Before you can leave my hospital, I need you to walk and then you need to write down what’s wrong.” Not too long after he left, Juliana Garaizar, my unstoppable force of nature colleague and co-chair of the climate week we just hosted, showed up at the hospital door ready to walk. We did several laps around the hospital floor.
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Katie Mehnert, just before surgery, and with Juliana Garaizar, after surgery, Memorial Herman Hospital, September 2024.



So, I asked myself, “What just happened and more importantly why did it happen?” I asked her, too. Tired, I went to sleep. I was told I’d be in the hospital for a day or two, so I’d have plenty of idle time to think this over. The theme that kept reoccurring in my mind was why didn’t I stop and ask for what I clearly needed?

I mean, in general I do ask questions. I’m a curious person. Since I was a kid, I’ve asked “why”. It had me kicked out of classrooms, and one time my “why” got me fired. But what hit me like a thunderbolt in that hospital bed was that this ask was more important than any question I’ve asked myself.

Asking is hard to do. This book is about examining The Ask which I believe is the most powerful thing to lead you to who you are. In my work, I’m asked all the time to help people find work. But work for work’s sake brings a check. Purpose is a whole other level of asking. And it requires more than any education, course, or self-help article can give you.

Abraham Maslow, famous for his work on the “hierarchy of need,” once said “You will either step forward into growth or you will step backward into safety.” Was I stepping backward in my journey? Why hadn’t I been more alarmed during Houston Energy and Climate Week? Why had I flown to New Orleans? Were my distractions so pervasive that I was able to ignore the alarm bells going off in my body?

Apparently, because I didn’t hear them until they started wailing.

Here was my greater revelation: I suck at asking for anything. I suck at asking for any form of help, whether it’s requesting a proposal at work, pitching someone for financing, or asking my guts why they won’t stop yelling at me. And I’m guessing you don’t like asking either. Humans are wired to progress yet asking is a skill we must master consciously and unconsciously to progress to our purpose.

Underneath this limitation of mine was the incorrect assumption that I can handle anything. That’s where my level of self-understanding branches off into some form of mythology. Nobody can handle anything. All of us are in this together.

So why are we so afraid to Ask for it?

I started asking other people if they have trouble asking, too. I got a ton of yeses. In the business world, I’m surrounded by Type A kickass no bullshit people. We’re not askers by nature. We hate the concept of “permission.” We’d prefer to slam our feet on the gas and usually do.

But if you don’t ask for what you need, it’ll take you longer to get it. This incredibly simple concept began to haunt me. It followed me around. I couldn’t get over how my need to be perceived a certain way had prevented me from the basic task of asking.

So, I called Eric Shapiro and asked him if he’d help me write this. The title of this book is The Ask, but it’s about far more than asking. It’s about the deeper and more sacred task of getting our human needs met. Maslow says the goal is self-actualization. To reach the top of the pyramid, we must climb the mountain to find what we need, by asking, giving, and repeating the process until we get what we need. We’ll go on a journey together with others to give you examples of how asking manifests our growth into purpose, and self-actualization. And self-actualization at scale in times of crises like today, armed with faith is a powerful way to heal our world.

Let me explain what I mean by Maslow’s pyramid, because understanding this framework changed everything for me—and it might just change everything for you, too.

Abraham Maslow proposed that human needs exist in a hierarchy, visualized as a pyramid with five levels. At the base are our most fundamental needs: physiological (food, water, shelter, sleep). Once those are met, we seek safety (security, stability, protection from harm). With safety established, we crave love and belonging (connection, friendship, intimacy). From there, we pursue esteem (respect, recognition, self-worth). And finally, at the peak of the pyramid, we reach for self-actualization—becoming the fullest expression of who we’re meant to be, living with purpose and meaning.
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Here’s what Maslow understood that most of us miss: you can’t skip levels. You can’t pursue your life’s purpose if you’re worried about where your next meal is coming from. You can’t build meaningful relationships if you don’t feel safe. And you can’t reach self-actualization—that place where you’re fully alive, fully yourself, fully contributing your unique gifts to the world—without first addressing the needs below it.

But here’s the revolutionary part that connects to everything in this book: the way we climb this pyramid is by asking questions. Not just any questions—deep, personal, sometimes terrifying questions about who we are and what we truly need.

At the physiological level, we ask: What does my body need? Am I taking care of myself?

At the safety level: Am I secure? Do I have stability? What threatens my peace?

At the belonging level: Do I have people who truly see me? Where do I fit? Am I loved?

At the esteem level: Am I worthy? Do I respect myself? Am I contributing something valuable?

And at self-actualization: What is my purpose? Who am I meant to become? What change am I here to create?

These aren’t comfortable questions. They require us to be honest with ourselves, to break the rules we’ve been following, to stop pretending we have it all figured out. But these questions—these asks—are the only way up the mountain.

For me, it took excruciating physical pain to finally look in this direction. Something had gone wrong; my body had broken down. I should have been on top of it before it became an emergency.

Throughout this book, you’ll see how asking bold questions at each level of this pyramid has transformed not just my life, but the lives of remarkable people who refused to settle for less than they were meant to be. Together, we’ll explore how to break the rules that hold you back, unleash the curiosity that drives you forward, and build a future that aligns with your deepest purpose. As you read this book, I challenge you to ask. The answers are already within you—this is your invitation to find them.

The Asks


	What rules do I need to break?


	What mindsets am I changing?


	What questions will unleash my curiosity?


	How can I start building the future I want to see?
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Part I

The Author’s Asks

What if the rules you’ve been following are the very things holding you back? This book begins with three principles that have shaped my journey: breaking the rules that confine us, embracing curiosity as a driver of growth, and channeling that curiosity to build a bold, purpose-driven life. These aren’t just abstract ideas—they’re lessons I’ve learned the hard way, through struggles, triumphs, and the ongoing pursuit of a life aligned with what I truly need and want.

Asking isn’t passive—it’s transformative. It’s about asking the right questions, the ones that push us to confront our fears, redefine our values, and take meaningful action. Through my own stories, I’ll show you how asking has been a powerful tool for growth in my life, and I’ll invite you to use it in yours. Each chapter ends with actionable “asks” to help you reflect, grow, and take control of your path. For those who love structure, there’s even a full checklist at the back of the book to give you a big-picture view of the journey.

Two Journeys, One Life

As I write this, it’s the anniversary of that September night in 2024 when my body forced me to stop ignoring the questions I’d been avoiding. The anniversary of the moment everything changed.

You’ve just learned about Maslow’s pyramid—the human journey of asking deep questions about who we are, what we need, and what we’re meant to become. That framework changed my life. It gave me a map for understanding why I ended up in that hospital bed and what I needed to do differently.

But here’s what I didn’t understand then, lying in that ER: Maslow’s journey is only half the story.

There’s a second journey we all walk, whether we realize it or not. And understanding both journeys—really understanding how they work together—is the key to everything that follows in this book.

The Learning Journey: Bloom’s Taxonomy

While Abraham Maslow was mapping the human journey toward self-actualization, another psychologist named Benjamin Bloom was mapping something equally important: how we learn, grow, and create the change we’re meant to make in the world.

In 1956, Bloom proposed what’s now called Bloom’s Taxonomy—a framework for cognitive development. Like Maslow’s hierarchy, it’s visualized as a pyramid. But instead of mapping our emotional and spiritual needs, it maps how we move from basic knowledge to breakthrough innovation.
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At the base of Bloom’s pyramid is Remember—the ability to recall facts and information. Above that, Understand—grasping the meaning of what we’ve learned. Then Apply—using that knowledge in new situations. Next, Analyze—breaking down complex problems to see how they work. Then Evaluate—making judgments about quality, value, and effectiveness. And finally, at the peak: Create—generating new ideas, solutions, and innovations that didn’t exist before.

This is the work journey. The learning journey. The journey of doing what we’re meant to do in the world. Just as Maslow’s pyramid requires us to ask questions at each level—

Who am I? Am I safe? Do I belong? Am I worthy? What’s my purpose? —Bloom’s pyramid also advances through questions:


What do I need to know? (Remember)

What does this mean? (Understand)

How can I use this? (Apply)

How does this work? (Analyze)

What’s the best approach? (Evaluate)

What new solution can I create? (Create)



The Unprecedented Moment

Here’s what makes this moment in history so powerful, so transformative: for the first time ever, we have a partner in the work journey.

AI can now help us at every level of Bloom’s pyramid. It can help us remember (instant access to information), understand (explaining complex concepts), apply (showing us how to use knowledge), analyze (breaking down massive data to find patterns), evaluate (assessing quality and options), and create (generating possibilities we might never imagine on our own).

This isn’t about AI replacing human learning or creativity. It’s about human-led AI amplifying our capacity to climb Bloom’s pyramid faster, higher, and with more impact than ever before.

But—and this is critical—AI can’t help us with Maslow’s journey. AI can’t tell you who you are. It can’t tell you if you’re safe, if you belong, if you’re worthy, or what your purpose is. Those are human questions. Spiritual questions. Soul questions. Questions only you can answer by asking them honestly and courageously.

This is why asking matters more now than ever before.

Two Pyramids, One Truth

Think about it this way: Maslow’s pyramid is about WHO you are. It’s the human journey. The journey of asking deep questions about your identity, your safety, your belonging, your worth, and your purpose.

Bloom’s pyramid is about WHAT you learn and ultimately create. It’s the work journey. The journey of learning, growing, and building the change you’re meant to make in the world—now amplified by AI partnership at every level.

Later in this book, you’ll meet Bill Shireman—a remarkable thinker who will teach us about something he calls “The Power of &.” It’s a way of thinking that rejects false choices. That refuses to accept “or” when “&” is possible.

Not human OR productive, but human AND productive.

Not meaning OR results but meaning AND results.

Not self-actualization OR creation, but self-actualization AND creation.

The human asks the deep questions about who we are. AI helps us amplify the answers through the work we create. Together, we flourish in ways never before possible.

What You’re About to Read

In the chapters that follow, you’ll see my journey up both pyramids. You’ll see me wrestling with Maslow questions: Who am I? Do I belong? Am I worthy? What’s my purpose? You’ll watch me climb from survival mode toward self-actualization, one painful, honest question at a time.

And you’ll see me navigating Bloom’s journey: learning, applying, analyzing, evaluating, and ultimately creating—building Houston Energy and Climate Week, launching ALLY Energy, writing books, speaking on stages, and using every tool available (including AI) to amplify the impact of the work I’m meant to do.

These aren’t separate stories. They’re one story. One transformation. Because here’s the truth I learned in that hospital bed: you can’t reach the top of one pyramid without climbing the other.

You can’t create meaningful change in the world (Bloom’s) if you don’t know who you are and what you’re worth (Maslow’s). And you can’t reach self-actualization (Maslow’s) without doing the work you’re meant to do, without learning and growing and building something bigger than yourself (Bloom’s).

The two journeys are intertwined. They always have been.

The difference now—the unprecedented opportunity of this moment—is that we have tools (like AI) that can help us climb the work journey faster and higher than ever before, freeing us to focus more energy on the human journey. On asking the deep questions. On becoming who we’re truly meant to be.

But only if we’re brave enough to ask.

This section isn’t just about inspiration—it’s about equipping you with the tools to break free from limitations, embrace curiosity, and create a life of purpose and abundance.

Let’s get started.


Take Less, Give More

What’s Your Ask?

Giving is the ultimate act of breaking the rules in a world that tells us to take.

In a world that screams at us to take, hoard, and protect what’s “ours,” giving is an act of radical act of defiance. It’s a middle finger to scarcity, a bold declaration that abundance is real, and it starts with us. Breaking the rules starts with giving.

When you give, you gain. But the first question that often pops into our heads is, “What do I even have to give?” It’s a fair question. We’re conditioned to believe that giving requires wealth, power, or some grand gesture. But the truth is, giving starts small. It starts with intention. It starts with breaking the rules society has drilled into us about self-preservation and flipping the script to ask, “How can I serve?”

Giving is the secret sauce to climbing Abraham Maslow’s pyramid. It’s the fuel that propels us from survival to self-actualization. Yet so many of us never learn this. We’re stuck in a loop of taking, consuming, and protecting, never realizing that the real magic happens when we lean in and give.

Giving and gaining exist on a two-way street. Giving gets one lane; gaining gets the other one; but here’s the thing:

The two lanes never exist on separate streets.

Let’s take a simple example: mentorship. Imagine you’re a seasoned professional, and a young, eager mentee asks for your guidance. You give them your time, your wisdom, your hard-earned lessons. What do you gain? At first glance, it might seem like nothing tangible but dig deeper. You’ve gained the satisfaction of shaping someone’s future, the joy of seeing them succeed, and the ripple effect of their gratitude spreading to others.

Here’s a real story: A few years ago, I mentored a young woman who was transitioning from a corporate job to starting her own business. She was full of questions, ideas, and energy, but also fear and self-doubt. I gave her my time, shared my own missteps, and helped her map out a plan. Over time, I watched her grow into a confident entrepreneur, and her success became a source of pride for me. But what I didn’t expect was how much I would gain. Her fresh perspective on the challenges of starting a business reignited my own creativity. Her gratitude reminded me why I started mentoring in the first place. And her success? It inspired me to keep pushing forward in my own journey.

It’s easy to get cynical here and point out that the seeds you plant might never grow. Well, this is true… to a point. It might never grow out of that relationship, but believe me, so long as you have ample time, it will grow in some other way. The investment was directly in the relationship at hand, yes, but it was indirectly an investment into you.

Human beings are wired for reciprocity. In other words, when something is given to us, we tend to want to give something back in return.

Now flip the script. Imagine you’re the mentee. You’ve gained knowledge, confidence, and a roadmap for your journey. But what did you give? You gave your curiosity, your willingness to learn, and your respect for the mentor’s time. Giving and gaining are always connected, even if the connection isn’t immediately obvious.

A true giver just gives in all directions. That doesn’t mean to deprive yourself to the point of martyrdom. A true giver gives what they can afford to give. No more, no less. Just give. Be helpful. Be attentive. If you have the time or resources to help, then be the person who helps. Reciprocity is sacred, and it’s the foundation of abundance.

Giving as a Radical Act of Defiance

Let’s get personal. During the height of Hurricane Harvey, my neighborhood was swallowed by water. A man showed up at my door with a boat. He didn’t know me. He didn’t owe me anything, but he gave me and my daughter, Ally, the ultimate gift: rescue.

That man didn’t just save us; he taught me something profound. Giving doesn’t have to be grand or calculated. It can be as simple as showing up when someone needs you most.

Not too long after Hurricane Harvey, Ally and I were driving near our rental apartment. We passed a homeless family huddled under the freeway; their belongings piled into a shopping cart. Ally, just a child, looked at them and then at me. “Mommy,” she said, “we’re so lucky to have a home, even if it’s a broken one.”

Her words stopped me in my tracks. Here was my child, in her innocence, voicing a truth that so many of us forget: “Be blessed with what you are given.” It wasn’t just a statement of gratitude—it was a call to action. In that moment, I realized that giving isn’t just about material things. It’s about perspective. It’s about recognizing what you have, no matter how imperfect, and using it to lift someone else. Ally’s words were a reminder that even in the face of loss, we still had something to give—a smile, a kind word, a moment of acknowledgment.

Since the storm, when the holidays come around each year, Ally and I pack up meals and deliver them to the homeless. One year, we saw an older gentleman with one leg in a wheelchair at the gas station looking for a dry spot to ride out the storm. He fell over and was unable to move. We immediately stopped to help him. He looked up and said, “Thank you for helping me. I don’t have much, but I will pray for you and others in this storm that we’ll make it out safely.” He gave what he could: a gracious thank you and offered a prayer.

As we drove away, Ally broke down sobbing in the back of the car and asked me “Mommy, why do some people have more, and others have less? It just seems so wrong.” I told her with tears in my eyes, “I don’t know, Ally. I just know that our job is to work hard and help people along the way. This is what God teaches us.”


“Be a giver. Make it a way of life. Make it your daily flow, your way of conducting business.”

—Katie Mehnert



So, be a giver. Make it a way of life. Make it your daily flow, your way of conducting business. Show your team at work or kids at home what giving looks like. It’ll become your essence. It’ll speak louder than your words. People will grant you trust and know that you’re an active player in the game of human enhancement and prosperity.

Then, guess what? Someday, ultimately, you’ll need something yourself like we did that day when we needed to be rescued from our home and the months that followed in our rebuilding. And people, having learned what a giver you are, will automatically line up to lend you support. And while doing so, like all givers, they’ll really be helping themselves. After all, they want their trustworthy giver to be doing well. Because if they lose a giver, then they lose everything that giver stands to give.

Giving Isn’t Just About People; It’s About the Planet

Giving isn’t just about people; it’s about our planet. It’s about recognizing that we’re not separate from the Earth but deeply connected to it. During Hurricane Harvey, that connection became painfully clear.

When the storm hit, it wasn’t just homes and neighborhoods that were destroyed—it was a wake-up call. The water that swallowed my home wasn’t some random act of nature; It was a reminder of how fragile our relationship with the planet has become. We’ve taken so much from the Earth—its resources, its stability, its balance—and given back so little.

For more than forty years, a friend of mine and mentor, Lynne Twist has been a recognized global visionary committed to alleviating poverty, ending world hunger, empowering the status of women and girls, supporting social justice, and environmental sustainability. She’s worked with Mother Teresa, Maya Angelou, and others. She wrote a best-selling book called The Soul of Money: Transforming Your Relationship with Money and Life in 2003. Lynn taught me about sacred reciprocity. It is the belief that we must give and receive in equal measure, however we cannot take more from nature than we give to nature. Our modern industrialized world has long spun a tale of separation and human supremacy—humans as exceptional, set apart from nature, reigning atop the evolutionary pyramid. Yet, Indigenous worldviews tell a different story—one in which humans are not masters of the Earth but kin, woven into the intricate web of life.
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Lynne Twist, Author, Co-Founder, The Pachamama Alliance; Founder & President, The Soul of Money Institute.



This experience awakened me to two things we must invest now and forever: our home, and Mother Earth. We hear daily headlines that climate change is a hoax. But the signs point to the facts that humans are out of control in our spending, material possessions, and in the way we treat each other. I’ve been listening more intently and asking “why” more as I’ve seen or helped others through traumas. It was about realizing that giving isn’t just something we do for each other; it’s something we owe to the Earth. The planet has been giving to us for centuries—clean air, fertile soil, water, resources—and we’ve been taking without asking, without giving back.

The Pandemic: A Global Wake-Up Call

If Hurricane Harvey was a personal wake-up call, the COVID-19 pandemic was a global one. For months, the world came to a standstill. Factories shut down, planes were grounded, and streets emptied. And in that eerie silence, something remarkable happened: the Earth began to heal. Skies over China cleared. Rivers ran cleaner. People started to get outside and enjoy nature again. It was as if the planet was taking a deep breath for the first time in years.

The pandemic wasn’t just about the environment—it was about us. It forced us to stop, to sit with ourselves, and to ask hard questions: What are we doing? What are we taking? What are we giving? What kind of world do we want for ourselves? Our children? Their children?

Mother Nature and God are pissed. And I cannot blame them. The truth is, we’ve been living out of balance for far too long. We’ve taken from the Earth as if its resources are infinite, as if there’s no cost to our consumption. But there is a cost, and we’re paying it.

Hurricane Harvey wasn’t just a storm; it was a symptom. Rising sea levels, warmer oceans, and more extreme weather events are all signs that the planet is out of balance. And the pandemic? It was another symptom—a reminder that when we disrupt ecosystems, we create the perfect conditions for diseases to spread.

We’ve been taking without giving, and the Earth and God are pushing back. But here’s the thing: it’s not too late. We can still change the story.

The Asks

	How can I give without expecting?


	What is my relationship with the physical world?


	What is my relationship with faith?


	What is my relationship with money?




I Dare You to Think and Act Bigger

To think and act bigger is to dare to balance the needs of people, planet, and purpose. It’s about giving boldly, asking gracefully, and building a future where humanity doesn’t just survive—but thrives.

I am a conservationist. I’ll never forget Dad’s constant “Shut the lights off. Use the water you need. Don’t eat too much as there are people starving in countries far away.”

I’m also a mother, who wants to build a coalition of people who want to see humanity thrive beyond the next corporate earnings report or political cycle. I’m not interested in short-term wins or band-aid solutions. I want to be a good ancestor. I want us all to be a force of nature and nurture our greatest gifts: each other and the places we all call home. We need energy to thrive, but how do we take that same energy and ingenuity we have inside of ourselves and chart a more sustainable path? This isn’t about choosing between money, planet, and people—it’s about balancing all of it.

So, here’s my ask: How do we start investing in people and the planet in a way that lifts both to new heights? How do we scale reciprocity so that it becomes the foundation of everything we do? I want a world where Ally and her generation don’t just survive—they flourish. I want them to climb Maslow’s Mountain all the way to the top, to self-actualization and purpose.

Imagine this: It’s 2050, and the world looks back at 2025 as the turning point. The year we stopped the madness. The year we stopped hoarding, stopped taking, stopped destroying—and started building. The year we stopped reading headlines and started conversing and truly listening. A year when humanity decided to invest in education, housing, healthcare, technology, food security, and energy. A year when we finally understood that a functional society isn’t a luxury—it’s the bare minimum.

When we get that right—when we balance love, self-esteem, and the basic needs of every human being—we’re on a rocket ship to the top. Everyone wins. This isn’t about “Making America Great Again.” It’s about making America balanced, re-industrializing our way of living through innovation—and the world—beautiful and abundant. That’s what I believe God and Mother Nature want. The question is: Is it what you want?

Yeah, I know. It sounds hard. And maybe it sounds even a little crazy? Guess what? We do hard things. Humanity has faced impossible odds before, and we’ve come out stronger. Our history is full of answers if we’re willing to look for them.

“Katie,” you’re wondering, “what does any of this have to do with asking?”

Everything. And nothing.

Giving is the ultimate form of asking. It’s the most graceful, noble, and subtle form of an ask. It’s like turning the volume knob down to one. When you give, you’re asking the world to join you in creating something better. You’re asking for connection, for trust, for sacred reciprocity.

Because when we give to the planet and to each other, we’re not just saving it—we’re saving ourselves. Giving is the ultimate act of defiance in a world that tells us to take. It’s the ultimate act of hope in a world that thrives on fear.

The Asks

	What can I give today that flips the script on scarcity?


	How can my generosity create abundance for others?


	How can I give back to the world in a way that makes the future brighter than the present?




Pack the Room at Your Funeral

What Will Be Your Legacy?

Legacy isn’t what you leave behind—it’s the future you build while you’re here.

As we reflect on the power of giving and the legacy it creates, let’s turn our attention to a question that cuts to the heart of it all: What will you leave behind? The answer lies not in material wealth, but in the lives, you’ve touched, the values you’ve shared, and the memories you’ve created.

Michael Treadway, a successful CEO you’ll meet later in the book once said to me, “Ever notice when some people die, the church is filled for their funeral?”

At that moment, I felt the quietest yet overwhelming sense of gratitude. Because the truth was, I had only ever been to funerals of that magnitude.

I knew exactly what Michael meant. He was talking about people who had touched so many others, in such a positive way, that when the hour of their passing came, those who turned out to honor them, filled a room. One of my teachers, Hannah Rucker, whom you’ll hear about later in the book, was one of those people. Not a dry eye, and we even used Facebook to livestream her funeral because so many people wanted to participate. I had the honor, along with another classmate, Rick Danielson, to deliver her eulogy. It was the most beautiful ask of us, and the best gift I could put into the room summarizing the legacy and mark Hannah left in our world.

Don’t we all want the same thing for ourselves? When it comes to quantifiable measures of how much a human being has meant to other people, I don’t think it gets much better than a standing-room-only funeral. I mean, the guest of honor isn’t even there, unless you count them being there in spirit. In other words, nobody owes them the gesture of turning up. Sure, they might feel they owe it to the family, but in general, I’ll tell you this about the people whose funerals I’ve attended:

They were all so wonderful. They were givers. And they mastered the art of The Ask.

Truly. That’s why Michael’s question stopped me in my tracks. I realized that I had the blessing of interacting with so many truly special souls. And their time, in a way, is not over yet. These people still live on in my heart, as well as the hearts of many others. I still turn to them, inwardly, for advice and guidance, letting their light shine on my own path. I still laugh at the moments we shared together, the special memories of when the world was still theirs and it held the touch of their joy.

Legacy is such a big part of who we are. Legacy is us in the far-out future tense, still living on in essence after our bodies have expired. Some say that focusing too much on legacy is indulging in an excess of ego, but I’ll tell you what:

Every single one of us will have a legacy.

Ego or not, legacy will follow us. There will be a time, after we’re gone, when those who knew us carry on the memory of us.

Who are you? What are you doing here on Earth? What do you want your life to amount to in the end?

Who do you want to be? This is for you, and only you, to define.

I recommend an outstanding way of finding out the answers to these questions. Even if you already know them, then this exercise will give you a chance to clarify them:

Write your own eulogy.

I’m dead (pun intended) serious here. Doing so has helped me out tremendously. On some level, it’s a sobering procedure, but only in the faintest, most passing way.

Because once you get down into the details, it has the potential to be incredibly positive.

It was 2014, I was working at BP. I had left a comfortable job at Shell to go to BP but realized fast that the culture wasn’t my cup of tea. I knew I needed to leave to do something else. It was the first and only time I was graced with the choice of a severance package or to take a job they thought I would do well. I remember asking Peggy Montana, an executive I worked with at Shell, what she thought. She told me, “You’re a good leader. They’ll try and keep you.” I didn’t believe her.

As soon as it came time to make the decision, I opted for severance, “Door number one,” as fast as I could. To my surprise, they tried to throw money at me to reconsider. I knew I needed to go. The future was beckoning me; I knew that I wanted to offer the world so much more than being an oil and gas executive. I knew I wanted to find and achieve my purpose and manifest my self-actualization.

It’s not that I wanted to leave oil and gas behind, but I wanted to start approaching it from a different angle. I just hadn’t quite zeroed in on how. I went home and told my husband I needed more. With some hesitation and concern about the unknown, he said, “You’ll figure it out. You always do.”

At the time, I was fortunate to have a very generous outplacement package. I was nominated to be a part of the Center for Houston’s Future leadership cohort to widen my view of the region. It was there I began to think about creating a business to change the way we think about energy and the workforce to balance how we steward our planet, better. I was also fortunate to attend a weeklong change management retreat in California. These two programs were where I had my earliest seeds germinating for a different more enduring path than the corporate one.

Those who’ve read my first book “Grow with the Flow” or have seen the “Dirty Nasty People” documentary might remember my napkins story. It happened aboard a United Airlines 777 flight from London to Houston. There was a lightning bolt moment in that story, too; I guess I have a lot of those in my life. That time, I got the idea for my initial business, Pink Petro while still working for BP. It was to be a community supporting women in energy who wanted to see change for our sector. Jolted by inspiration, I jotted the idea down on a bunch of napkins on an airplane traveling back to Houston. A man asked, “What’s a pretty young lady like you doing in a dark and dangerous business-like oil and gas.” And this ask would change the entire course of my life and career.

Well, if you remember that, I have a twist for you:

I don’t have those napkins anymore. At that retreat, I threw them into the Pacific Ocean.

There’s something holy about viewing the horizon line. There I was on the beach, staring off into the distance. Not just the physical distance; the whole of my unknown future.

I knew some part of that future was deep down in my bag, scribbled out on those napkins. But I couldn’t embrace it, at least not yet. There was too much fear, too many questions, too many great and towering unknowns.

So, I unzipped my bag, dug down deep, withdrew the famous napkins, and pitched them into the waves. They say let go of your fear, right?

I was trying to liberate myself.

And while doing so, I was imprisoning myself.

By throwing away the napkins, I was throwing away the dream. I was telling myself what too many others had told me: namely, that I was crazy. Pink Petro? It would never work. I’d been off on some other trip. I had to ground myself, I thought, as I cried my eyes out on the seashore.

I did find the ground, eventually (though not so much that I ever lost contact with the sky). That same week before boarding another flight to California I had interviewed to go back to work at Shell. I wanted options: the comfort of going back to a safe place that I knew. But little did I know, there was a bigger plan, and that’s why this retreat was a real shift for me.

They assigned us an exercise. We were told, in no uncertain terms, to write our eulogies. Now, I’m an emotional person; those who know me know that I love people. All those funerals I mentioned. I was crying enough to fill up buckets.

So, you could imagine what happened to me when I started writing my own eulogy. A self-written eulogy is like a version of an autobiography, only in condensed, rapid form. It carries the whole swing of a lifetime in a few tight paragraphs.

This was my whole life pouring out of me.

It was cosmic. Spiritual. Overwhelming. Looking back, it was God, and Mother Nature asking me to “begin with the end in mind.”

And the most beautiful part about it was, so much of what I was writing hadn’t yet occurred.

Here’s my definition of a happy life: When you wake up in the morning and are manifesting what you need and want with the people who bring you joy and matter most.

Period.

If you’ve gotten to that point, congratulations. You’re doing it. You are in alignment. Your needs are being covered, and your wants are being serviced. You braved the steep mountain climb of asking yourself who you are and what you want your legacy to be.

Again, legacy needn’t be an ego thing. It’s really a measure of how much you cared. If you cared enough to live truthfully and deeply, then the story of your life will reverberate strongly, well beyond your life itself. You can always be the lonely soul hiding out in the corner apartment. But I don’t think anybody truly wants that. It’s safe. It is fear ridden. We make that choice because at some point along the way, our dreams went and withered, up and died.

My own dreams withered and died there on the beach, as I pitched those napkins into the water, but the part I didn’t realize in that moment was the scale of my emotions. They felt enormous. I had such craving. Such yearning. I wanted anything and everything at once.

So even though the napkins washed away, the dreams never left my heart or mind.

I still read my eulogy from time to time. When I tell this to people, they get alarmed. Like, “Katie, don’t do that! You’re manifesting your own death!”

Guess what? Death is inevitable. You don’t have to work on manifesting that one.

The Stoic philosophers teach that everyone, regardless of power or status, will eventually die. They believed recognizing the impermanence of life allows us to prioritize virtue, relationships, and health, and live without fear of death but with appreciation for each remaining moment.

I don’t feel like reading or even revising my eulogy is bringing me any closer to my death. Quite the contrary, it is bringing me closer to my life.

So, there I was asking, who am I? Who do I want to be? What do I intend to leave behind?

So, I’ll ask you? Who? What? Why? What do you need to get there emotionally, financially, spiritually? Who should come along in your journey?

That’s your legacy by its purest definition: what you leave behind. Not materially, essentially. The stories people share. The memories people hold. The values you’ve instilled. The creations and innovations that you unleashed to change the world. The pain you overcame with resilience and growth.


Here’s my eulogy. And when someone reads it when I’m gone, they will celebrate the life they helped me to create because I didn’t fear asking them to come along the journey.



We gather today to celebrate the life of a wife, mom, friend, sister, and leader. Katie was a runner. She barely achieved running a sub-5-hour marathon but never let the clock (a box or number) define her. She strived to run better today than she did yesterday. Katie loved everything about life. Her passion was often misunderstood. Her ideas, sometimes too grand. Her approach, sometimes too different. But Katie influenced people to think differently.

Katie’s passion was people. From her husband to her amazing daughter, who shares similar passions, Katie loved engaging, experiencing, and having others in her life. She connected people and ideas to make great things happen. She was fascinated by culture and the shades of diversity and difference. She appreciated history and politics and how people either struggled or triumphed, making her work in change more fulfilling. She valued experiences and creating memories more than anything else. And boy could she throw parties!

Katie often found herself the youngest or among the unconventional in the room. A social outcast as a child, she had to learn how to find her voice. With time, she learned that the spotlight comes from within, however she did whatever she could to create light on those she loved. Katie’s art was making the invisible, visible and showing others how ‘different’ was good. She failed plenty, but when kicked in the face, she got up, often smiling (after a good cry), adjusting her sails and setting a new course. She also taught and encouraged others to do the same. She went the distance always looking ahead and getting ahead… because for her, the finish line was just another opportunity to start learning something new.

The Asks

	What kind of legacy am I building right now?


	What bold action can I take today to align my life with the impact I want to leave behind?


	What are the words I want others to say when I am no longer here?




From Broken to Badass:

How GRIT Changed Everything

Grit isn’t about being unbreakable—it’s about breaking through.

When I look at the world and take stock of everything we’re lacking—everything we could be doing better—I keep coming back to one thing: grit. It’s the secret sauce that separates those who endure from those who crumble.

Our world needs more growth, resilience, instinct, and tenacity. It’s what got us here as a species. We’ve endured plagues, wars, disasters, and heartbreak. But as time goes on, our technological comforts have dulled our edges. We’ve traded resilience for convenience, tenacity for instant gratification. Let’s be real: you can’t train to climb a mountain by scrolling TikTok.

Here’s the kicker: advocating for toughness these days feels almost taboo. We’re told to be softer, more vulnerable, more open. Don’t get me wrong, vulnerability is powerful. I’m as emotional and sensitive as they come, but grit isn’t about burying your emotions or pretending you’re invincible. It’s about using your emotions as fuel to push through the hard stuff. It’s about thriving, not just surviving.

This brings me to the story of Hannah Rucker.

Rucker the F***er.

Yeah, you read that right. That was her nickname. Trust me, she earned it.

She was a teacher at the right time in my life. She helped me and so many kids navigate those broken days of childhood. Whoever coined the term “tough as nails” had probably met Hannah Rucker. Her toughness wasn’t a façade. It wasn’t the kind of brittle, performative toughness that shatters under pressure. No, Rucker had been through some stuff. You could see it in her eyes, hear it in her voice. Life had shaped her into someone who didn’t just survive—she thrived.

When our paths intersected, Rucker instantly flagged what I was going through. She saw me struggling with self-esteem, trying to find out who I was while—the eternal quest—discovering my true voice.

Hannah Rucker took one look at me, though, and didn’t see crazy. She saw vulnerable. She saw sensitive. She saw searching.

I think (though I can’t verify it) she saw her past self.

Funny how that works, isn’t it? Here was this woman, tough as nails, who was drawn to me as a kid because I hadn’t yet developed grit. We were two sides of one coin, I think. After all, you can’t have the concept of hard without the concept of soft.

In me, she saw the girl she once was.

In her, I saw the woman I wanted to be.

My Other Mother

Rucker became an extension of my family. She became my “Other Mother”. Many called her “Mutha”. We all need one. There’s only so much you can figure out at home. At a certain point, the perspective there dries up. While we’re being frank, adolescence is sheer hell. We’re all a product of the world we grew up in—our parents, siblings, friends, faith, world events, technology breakthroughs, social pressures, and politics.

You could say we had 1980s dysfunction in my family, and we had limited outlets back then to channel ourselves, so I turned to food and friends. And whether your family supports you or not, sometimes it’s just good to go over things with an outsider.

At which point the outsider, like Rucker, can become an insider.

Thank God, I had her.

I was drowning. My parents were going through a messy divorce. My mom was battling alcoholism. My self-esteem was in the gutter, and the bullying at school was relentless. I was stuck on the mountain of need, grappling with love, belonging, and self-worth.

Were my parents supportive? They did their best. I’ve always loved them and always will. The realization that my parents were flawed was heartbreaking.

I sucked it up. In fact, I just shut down completely. I was like a computer that had blue screened. I felt like I wanted to die. I’d just sit there, screaming out at the world through my moist, searching eyes.

Rucker didn’t sugarcoat anything. She didn’t coddle me. She told me to “get up, show up, and never give up.” And when I couldn’t find the strength to do it for myself, she showed me how.

But life wasn’t done testing me.


“You have a choice and there’s really only one answer. You will live and go on to do great things.”

—Hannah Rucker



The Madhouse

I ended up in a psychiatric hospital. Not for a broken arm, but for a broken spirit. My parents, overwhelmed and out of options, handed me over to professionals, hoping they could help me navigate the pain we were all drowning in. It was a world unto itself—a place filled with kids carrying scars you couldn’t always see. ADHD. Schizophrenia. Abusive homes. Shattered minds. There I was, feeling like I didn’t belong but also realizing I wasn’t alone.

The scariest yet most inspiring revelation I had in there was that I was mild in comparison to the people around me. Scary because given how bad my own pain was, I couldn’t imagine what these other kids were going through. Inspiring because when you put it in perspective, I had a leg up that many of them didn’t. But in some way, we were all deeply dysfunctional because of the people and environment around us.

Being there made it worse. I was cut off from school and the only limited circle of friends I had, including Rucker.

Rucker’s words echoed in my head: “Get up, show up, and never give up.” I clung to them like a lifeline. Day after day of therapy, group therapy, and being contained to a small unit with other broken teenagers. It was all very eye-opening. Perhaps that was the intent—to snap me out of my sadness. One day Rucker came to visit me. She was the only teacher allowed to see me. She found her way, cleverly, to bring by some schoolwork. I am not sure how she convinced the staff to find her way to me, but she showed up. It was the ray of sunlight I needed to remind me I wasn’t alone.

“You have a choice and there’s really only one answer,” she said. “You will live and go on to do great things, and one day be courageous enough to share your struggle, so that you can help others.”

I remember my thoughts turned from wanting to end my life to wanting to get out and live it. So, I gamed the system and fought my way out of that hospital, just like Rucker found her way into it. Not because I was completely healed, but because I was determined to reclaim my life. Rucker planted the seeds that I had all I needed inside me to survive and thrive. She told me she didn’t come to save me. She was clear, “it’s on you, to save yourself,” and that I needed to remove the fear, ask, get up, show up, and never give up.

When the doctors asked me questions, I gave them all the right answers. I complied. That decision—to leave and to fight for myself—became the first step towards healing and finding my purpose.

The right answers. The ones that would get me home so I could at least see my “Other Mother.” Little did I know this was the first real big leg in my journey into resilience.

Eventually, the stamp came down on my file: DISCHARGED.

Home awaited me. A broken home, but a home just the same. My mom was going through her own recovery. Going back to school was hard. The kids knew I had been removed to get the help I needed, so the bullying just got worse.

At least that’s how it looked to me.

And that’s the key: everywhere I looked, I saw discord, because I was defined by discord. The world was my mirror. It is for all of us. In time, as I healed, I’d see potential and opportunity where I once saw strife, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves.

I was the oldest of three girls, saddled with the daily responsibility of looking after my sisters. Mom used to lay out our clothes make lunch and get us ready for school, so I started to pick up those duties and others. It’s kind of warped when you’re the oldest; you start getting “adult” credentials very early, to the point where the adults around you can overlook that you’re not actually one of them.

You need help. You’re not your parent’s partner. Whatever it says on your babysitting resume, you’re still just a kid. My parents did all they could to help us. We went through counseling individually and together. Dad worked night shift to raise us at home so that we could go on to college to become self-sufficient adults. When I look back, I sometimes get a tear in my eye thinking about what my dad and mom were going through—the weight of their own dysfunctional behaviors and the pain of the experiences they carried. Yet, my dad got up every single day and, as Rucker taught me, he showed up. In time, my mom did, too. She showed me the incredible strength and resilience it takes to rebuild a life, piece by piece.

Mercifully, all of this was before the internet. Had I been on social media back then, I’m not sure my mind could have taken it: all the info pouring into my head, all the comparisons, the competition, the envy, the measuring up.

Step by Step

I wish I could say that there was some fast-turning point, some magical moment when it all suddenly clicked for me, at which point I finally found my way, but that’s not true. That’s not how life works. As I write this book, I’m just a few months shy of fifty and still at it. We’re all a work in progress.

This was an incremental process of growth and change. At its center was finding out who I was, and perhaps harder still, shedding what was comfortable, and learning to love that person. And then, to take another giant step: owning that person.

With pride. Then joy.

What a journey. I exhale just thinking about it.

I took it step by step, day by day. I endured. When my parents got divorced, I endured. As my sisters were trying to figure it out with me, we endured. As they turned the lock behind me in the hospital door, I endured.

Step by step, day by day with Rucker kicking my ass when I needed it and comforting me when I couldn’t take another step. She taught me grit isn’t something you’re born with—it’s something you build. It’s forged in the fire of life’s hardest moments.

What a difficult process. What a forest full of thorns. And yet, when I look back at that journey, I see the most wonderful gift being granted to me. The growth was a gift. The authenticity was a gift. My mere survival was a gift. I look back and those were the seeds to unconscious growth and resilience. But it’s not enough to check that box off. You must do this repeatedly to make it stick.
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The Mehnert Wedding, August 15, 2009. Katie and Mutha take to the dance floor.



Grit in the Real World

Years later, I met another Rucker: Peggy Montana.

She was a leader in the very male-dominated oil industry, and she didn’t mess around. She was the large and in-charge leader who built her journey from running oil refineries to leading a global organization at Shell and then taking the midstream business public as CEO.

Montana was a legend, okay, a badass. People were afraid to ask her questions but that’s what drew me to be the brave one to ask her a few myself. Our relationship blossomed and she opened my worldview to becoming a safety leader, something I’d never think to do. She demonstrated to me how great culture drove exceptional results and suggested I put my change management skills to use helping companies like Shell and BP become safer, and better. Little did we both know then, she was helping me pave a path with Pink Petro, later ALLY Energy.

Later she would become an investor in my company and serve as a powerful mirror of grit to remind me what Rucker did so many years ago.

It was 2021, a year into COVID-19, and I was struggling as an entrepreneur. From the outside, it looked like I was on top of the world. We had just rebranded the company, shifting from Pink Petro to ALLY Energy, and the transformation was exhilarating. What started as a female-focused job platform for oil and gas had evolved into something much bigger—a platform for all energy, one that embraced diverse talent, fresh perspectives, and the kind of innovation the industry desperately needed.

In 2019, we were already growing, but by 2020, we had doubled in size. Then COVID hit, and while the world slowed down, opportunities for us sped up. The pandemic forced the energy industry to rethink everything—how it worked, who it hired, and what the future looked like. Suddenly, the need for a platform like ALLY Energy was undeniable. It was the perfect timing to accelerate. We had traction but needed a product that could handle the current growth.

And then came the acquisition of Clean Energy Social. It was a game-changer. We weren’t just expanding into new markets—wind, solar, carbon capture, climate technology. We were the only energy job platform for the future. For me, the vision was clear: to create a space where all kinds of talent—diverse mindsets, backgrounds, and skills—could come together to power the future of energy. It was thrilling. It was bold. It was everything I had dreamed of.

But it was also consuming me.


“Growth was killing us. We weren’t failing— we were growing too fast. I couldn’t handle the demand.”

—Katie Mehnert



Growth was killing us. I know, it sounds strange, right? We weren’t failing—we were growing too fast. I couldn’t handle the demand. I had to choose who was more important. Staff wanted me to train them, and I couldn’t. The momentum was incredible, but I couldn’t keep up. The culture of the company, something I had always prided myself on, was slipping through my fingers. No matter what I did, who I hired, or what course I took, I couldn’t seem to get it right. I hired great people, but they were not the right people for the roles. But the roles were not clearly defined. I was reacting—not thinking. Not strategizing.

People came to work for me, excited by the vision, but they couldn’t keep up with the pace nor was it clear what they needed to do day to day. Honestly, neither could I. I couldn’t articulate what I wanted. It was all stuck in my heart and head, swirling around like a storm I couldn’t control. I wasn’t sleeping. I didn’t know what asks to make. I was afraid to ask. It was then that I realized I’m a visionary and that I needed an operator—someone who could create the infrastructure to help us scale.

The excitement of expansion and the weight of responsibility were colliding, and I was caught in the middle. I knew I needed to change, but I didn’t know how. The very thing I had worked so hard to build was starting to feel like it was slipping away, and I was terrified of losing it all.

Looking back, I realize that this was one of the most pivotal moments of my journey—not just as an entrepreneur, but as a person. It was the moment I had to confront the chaos, the fear, and the doubt, and figure out how to lead through it because growth isn’t just about numbers or markets or acquisitions. It’s about people. It’s about culture. And it’s about having the grit to keep going, even when it feels like the storm is going to swallow you whole.

That’s when Peggy leaned in, big time.
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Peggy Montana, former CEO of Shell Midstream.



She sat me down and told me, point-blank, that I needed to turn things around. No fluff, no soft landing—just the truth. And it crushed me. It felt like the weight of the world was pressing down on my chest.

Peggy didn’t just deliver the hard truth and walk away. She believed in me, even when I didn’t believe in myself. She didn’t want me to give up, and she sure as hell wasn’t going to let me.

That’s when I tapped into Mother Rucker’s wisdom: “Get up, show up, and never give up.” I remember visiting Rucker’s grave and asking her what I should do. I started to believe that my business would fail. While I was nowhere close to ending my life, it felt like a part of me was dying.

Think back for a moment. When was the first time you ever had to do something so hard that you almost didn’t make it? Or you were in a state of failure? Maybe you’ve felt these hard moments, or maybe you are in them now? Look in the mirror or seek someone out who can be that mirror for you. Please know that asking is a gift to building your grit and will to discover what life has in store for you.

When I think back to the pain, I was having last fall and was rushed to the hospital for surgery, when my surgeon was in recovery looking at me saying, “You made it, now what’s wrong,” I immediately sat down and began thinking about my near-death experience and the mercy God gave me to wake up. It was in that hospital, almost thirty years later, that I couldn’t talk my way out to being discharged. I had to examine what that pain was for.

I sat with myself for a while and began pouring out the start to this book. I thought about Rucker. “What would Hannah ask me to consider?” I thought about Peggy’s tough love. I thought about the times I put everyone and everything ahead of my needs. I thought about how I comforted myself with food. I thought about the fear I had inside me. It wasn’t the fear of failure anymore. It was the fear of success. I re-read the eulogy I wrote eleven years ago on that beach. I realized that The Ask is the most fundamental question: “Why am I here and what does God want me to do with what he’s gifted me?”

I immediately called Eric, my co-author whose words have helped me get to that moment. Let’s leave a legacy book of asks, stories, and my own, to encourage more people to be more than okay with who they are, and to take up space and own it. Let’s thank the people who asked us to go deeper and who never stopped showing up for us. Let’s help to build a healthy culture of people and work around us so we can thrive. I thought, “Life’s too short to simply find who we are. Once we know who we are, we need to own it.”

Was I gritty before I took a single step as a teenager? Who could say? It’s a chicken-egg question, all day long. I’ll tell you this much: having gone through all that, my grit is beyond question. The fact that I’m still here getting up every day is living proof.

Peggy has been a treasure in my professional journey and continues to be. She served as a mirror when I needed to hear it because the fact is I didn’t think I’d make it. This is the epitome of being an entrepreneur. Just when you think you’re going to fall, there are spirts of growth. I listened to her powerful ask and began looking at myself at a deeper level to understand how to turn my business around. Did I really want it? What is it, really? It took time, but I’ve never felt more peace than I do in this moment. I’m focused on what God has put in front of me, and I’m unafraid of living and leaving this legacy.

Hannah Rucker died Friday October 7, 2016, after living, loving, leading and touching so many lives. When we buried her, we planted a tree to remind everyone she was a symbol of growth. But for me, she was more than that. She was the essence of grit all bundled up into one amazing human! Next to the tree, we put her favorite quote that echoes in my head and heart every day.

So, find your Rucker, your Peggy, your mirror, and remember grit isn’t about being unbreakable—it’s about breaking through.

The Asks

	What challenge am I facing right now?


	How can I break through this challenge with resilience and purpose?


	Who has the brains, heart, and courage I want to help me face my challenges?




Time Out:

Do You Love Yourself?

Loving yourself in a world that profits from your self-doubt is a revolutionary act.

Grit gives us the strength to endure, to rise, and to face life’s toughest challenges head-on. But true resilience isn’t just about toughness—it’s about balance. To sustain that strength, we must turn inward and ask ourselves the hardest question of all: Do I truly love myself? And my most radical display of loving myself came in the last decade while I was an entrepreneur trying to change the world!

For me, there’s always been this tug-of-war between looking out for myself and looking out for others. If I’m to tell you the truth, my habit has long been to sacrifice my own needs and put the other person first. Only as my life went on did I realize that in neglecting to help myself, I wasn’t really positioning myself to help anyone at all.

This goes together with my longstanding inability to ask for help, which is at the core of this book. The main dimension of not being able to ask others for what you need is tied up in pride, fear of failure and success with the illusion of self-sufficiency. There’s this whole other component that comes with the package, one where your supposed self-sufficiency starts to subtly turn into self-destruction.

It makes sense, doesn’t it? When we’re not able to stand on our own yet we try to convince ourselves that we are, we’re unknowingly hurting ourselves. On one level, we’re neglecting to simply ask for help, but if we look closely, we’ll see that on other levels, we’re actively working against ourselves. Human beings are more consistent than we tend to think we are, and our actions have a wonderful way of proving it.

For me, the giveaway was my eating. Eating is a great way to ease our inner pain. You don’t have to deal with all those unruly, overwhelming emotions when you can just overload your pleasure centers with food. Again, and again. Morning, afternoon, and night—and beyond. Saying to yourself, as you rack up the calories, “It’s all good. I’ll start dieting tomorrow.”

If you know me, you know what I’m about to tell you:

It’s time to face the pain, all of it.

Because beyond the pain is the reality of loving yourself.

[image: ]

The same way that never asking for help is a way of denying the fundamental truth about yourself and your limitations, engaging in bad habits is a way of denying the truth of the challenges you face. Those challenges can be manifold, from childhood trauma to an abusive partner to plain old low self-esteem. Pick your poison. Everybody suffers. Like Jim Morrison said, “No one here gets out alive.”

The inevitability of suffering doesn’t have to equal an embrace of suffering. That’s the mistake that many of us make. We think that since life is hard, we should just keep letting it be hard.

But in doing so, we miss out on the opportunity to grow.

The question, then, that you must ask yourself, whenever you’re engaging in your self-destructive vice, is whether you truly love yourself.

It’s a staggering question. Asking that one is like looking straight at the sun. It’s easier to just eat another bag of chips. Because chances are, if the habit is winning, then your self-love is running at a low tide.

There’s good news, though, and here it comes:


“It’s never too late for you to start loving yourself.”

—Katie Mehnert



I hope if you’re reading this, you know right now is a great time to start, or to put your foot on the gas to become the unstoppable force the world needs you to be.

[image: ]

One of the things I started to do in high school during my parent’s divorce was to participate in cross country running. Coach Bob Woodward was another hard ass who just drew me in. I was so terribly slow, but my running journey taught me that the only race we are in is with ourselves. In other words, if you’re doing a little better (not even necessarily running faster) than you were yesterday, or feeling good about the form, then guess what? You are winning.

Losing weight is an exercise in humility. The first step is the hardest one because it’s the one where you admit that you don’t look or feel the way you want to. Also, in the meantime, your health is at stake. Maybe you’ve been able to put off the weight loss for years or decades, but as time goes on and you get older and slower, it becomes a choice between weight loss and disaster. Maybe the disaster is your demise, or maybe it’s a string of intense health struggles. But it’s coming, and to ward it off, the only choice you have is to practice self-love.

This applies to breaking any bad habit, from doom scrolling, speaking negatively to ourselves or the world, to alcohol or drug addiction. Our vices are the outward-facing evidence of our inability to love ourselves. If we were truly at peace with ourselves, we wouldn’t have to reach for predictable comforts. Life is short, and peace is hard, so there we are getting hooked, numbed, and addicted.

I could scarcely bear asking myself if I loved myself. Fundamentally, the answer always must be yes because we are ourselves, so we have a natural stake in our own survival. But that instinct can get buried under so much bullshit! Looking in the mirror, I saw the evidence of my lack of self-love. I wanted to love myself; that wasn’t the issue.

I’d drifted into this pattern of putting others first or trying to do too much in the process of discovery. What a package! Not asking for help, yet running around helping everyone else, and gaining weight (hurting myself) in the meantime.

Why? How?

How had I gotten there?

Well, I’ll dish the plain hard truth: because I wanted so badly to be loved.

That’s how the cycle works: we go out of our way to please and help others because we’re desperate for their love. Maslow says this is part of the journey for self-esteem, love, and belonging. We all go through this. It’s about being important, being meaningful, being prized, and cherished. Having others validate you, verifying to you that, yes, despite it all, you matter.

I helped a lot of people. I gained a lot of praise.

I also gained a lot of weight to go with it.

The truest validation can only come from within. We must discover and nurture this. It’s the most private and sacred thing you can do, choosing to uphold yourself. Saying, despite the details of the record, that you matter because you must, and you deserve to because you’re in fact no different from anybody else.

One of the most startling revelations in my journey as an entrepreneur was realizing that I no longer feared failure. Instead, my fear was rooted in something far more complex: the fear of success—the very thing I had been striving for. It’s a strange and difficult place to find yourself, but also a sacred one. Success, after all, doesn’t just demand effort; it demands transformation. It asks you to step into a version of yourself you’ve only dreamed of, to let go of the familiar comfort of struggle, and to embrace the unknown.

I ran my marathons, counted my calories, stared into the mirror, and fought the cravings. I got up every morning and did it all over again, because everything was at stake—not just my life, but the core of it: my ability to finally, truly love myself. And here’s the thing—real self-love isn’t the ego’s illusion. It’s not about being hyped on your looks, your talents, or your achievements. Those things are fleeting. True self-love is quieter, deeper, and harder to reach. It’s the kind of love that remains, even when everything else fades.

It’s the essence of us that deserves our love. Loving ourselves is too quiet and gentle to feed the ego like the natural eternal love we feel for our children. We are to be our own nurturers. Our own guardians. Our own guides.

Or at least we can be, if we get out of our own way.

Day in and day out, I must get out of my own way again. When I was struggling as a startup CEO, I made bad choices. I said the wrong things. I hired the wrong people. I didn’t focus on the right things. All the memories are still there, clamoring for my attention in a very noisy messy world. But I’ll tell you what: the more I love myself, the less of a hold they have on me.

Ask yourself if you truly love yourself. Then go create the boundaries and cadence you need to keep it all in check. Create your own race, at your own pace. No one else owns the clock but God, so you better get to it, sooner than later. You got this. We got this.

The Asks

	What’s one way I can show myself love today?


	How can self-love help me break the rules and build a better future for myself?


	What negative thoughts, people, and added weight in my work and life need to go?




The Zoo:

Building an Ecosystem for Innovation and Impact

The future isn’t about going it alone—it’s about aligning strengths to create something greater together.

Through the lens of giving, grit, and self-love, we’ve explored the principles that shape how we show up in the world—how we build resilience, care for ourselves, and create meaningful legacies. These values don’t just influence our personal lives; they ripple outward, shaping how we lead, how we work, and how we design the systems around us. The way we treat ourselves is reflected in how we treat others, and ultimately, in the cultures and ecosystems we create.

When we zoom out and examine the world of work, it’s clear in 2025, we’re navigating a zoo—a vibrant, chaotic ecosystem filled with diverse players, each with their own strengths, weaknesses, and quirks. In this zoo, three creatures stand out: the unicorn, the zebra, and the elephant. Each plays a vital role in the ecosystem, but the problem is, they’re not working together as they should. Instead, they’re operating in siloes, and the zoo is struggling to thrive.

The Unicorn: The Spark of Innovation

Unicorns are the dazzling creatures of the business world. They inspire awe with their sky-high valuations and explosive growth. These are the companies that rewrite the rules of what’s possible, sparking waves of creativity and reshaping culture in their wake. Being a unicorn is exhilarating. It’s about moving fast, breaking barriers, and chasing the thrill of creating something magical. Unicorns fuel the ecosystem with bold ideas and disruptive technologies. They’re the wildcatters of Big Energy, the visionaries of Big Tech, and the pioneers of Big Healthcare.

But their focus on speed and scale often comes at a cost. Unicorns can be so consumed by the pursuit of growth and innovation that they lose sight of sustainability, purpose, and the long-term impact of their actions. Their magic, while powerful, is fleeting if it isn’t grounded in something more enduring.

The Zebra: The Systems Thinker

Zebras, on the other hand, are the systems thinkers. Like unicorns, zebras are in search of something game-changing, but their approach is different. Zebras prioritize purpose and sustainability over profit-at-all-costs. They seek growth, but not at the expense of their people, their communities, or the planet. Zebras are mission-driven, values-led, and focused on creating real, lasting impact.

They think about how to build businesses that are not only innovative but also equitable, regenerative, and inclusive. Zebras understand that success isn’t just about disrupting industries or achieving sky-high valuations—it’s about building something meaningful and enduring. They’re here to bridge the gaps, to bring balance to the zoo, and to ensure that innovation serves people and the planet, not just profits.

The Elephant: The Titan of Scale

Then there are the elephants—the titans of industry. These are the big companies that dominate their fields: Meta, Google, Microsoft, Shell, Chevron, Exxon, United Healthcare, and Aetna, to name a few. Elephants have the scale, resources, and influence to shape entire markets and industries.

Their power lies in their ability to create ecosystems of good, where employees, partners, and communities can thrive together. When elephants move with intention and integrity, they can drive massive, positive change. They can take the bold ideas of unicorns and the thoughtful systems of zebras and scale them to a global level. It’s all about changing the culture in how they work.

The Problem: A Fractured Zoo

The problem is that the zoo isn’t working as an ecosystem—it’s a collection of siloes. Unicorns are chasing innovation, zebras are building systems, and elephants are scaling industries while trying to contain costs and dancing with shareholders, but they’re not collaborating in a way that maximizes their collective potential. Instead of working together, they’re often at odds, each focused on their own priorities.

This disconnection is happening at a time when we face some of the biggest challenges in history. From climate change to healthcare inequities to political polarization, the problems we’re grappling with are too big for any one creature to solve alone. The rise of “Big” everything—Big Tech, Big Energy, Big Pharma, Big Healthcare—has created systems that are bloated, dysfunctional, and increasingly inaccessible. And lest I forget to mention the rise of AI and how it’s just creating even more frenzy. The zoo is out of balance, and it’s holding us back.

The Deeper Issue: Broken Capital Markets

The dysfunction runs deeper—it’s in the capital markets themselves. The way money flows through the system is fragmented and misaligned. Capital is fractioned into siloes, with investors, shareholders, stakeholders, and governments all pulling in different directions.

CEOs are forced to prioritize short-term profits over long-term purpose, not because they want to, but because the system leaves them no choice. Public markets are driven by unrealistic expectations. Quarterly earnings reports demand constant growth, and shareholders expect immediate returns, often at the expense of long-term strategy. Everyone wants their money, and they want it now—even if it comes at the expense of the planet, people, or the future. This relentless focus on short-term gains creates a culture where sustainability, collaboration, and innovation are stifled. The capital markets, instead of fueling the zoo, are fracturing it.

It’s not just the public markets that are broken—venture capital (VC) and private equity (PE) are also part of the problem. These funding mechanisms, while critical to fueling innovation and growth, come with their own set of challenges that exacerbate the dysfunction.

Economist and hedge fund expert Ray Dalio has long warned that we’re amid the greatest economic and social reset—a shift toward a new world order. His predictions align with what we’re witnessing: a world grappling with dysfunction, teetering on the edge of major conflict, and in desperate need of transformation.

The data also paints a stark picture: every year, Gartner reports that 65 percent of employees globally are disengaged at work. This disengagement isn’t just a productivity issue; it’s a symptom of deeper systemic failures. Meanwhile, mental health concerns are skyrocketing. According to the World Health Organization, depression and anxiety cost the global economy trillions, and burnout has become so pervasive that the WHO officially classified it as an occupational phenomenon. Suicide rates are climbing, particularly among younger generations, and burnout is now one of their top concerns.

These cracks in our systems are impossible to ignore. From finance and healthcare to education, energy, and government, every major institution is under immense pressure.


“The systems meant to provide stability and opportunity now seem broken, and the urgency to address them has never been greater.”

—Katie Mehnert



The Ask: What’s Your Role?

While all of this is deeply concerning, it’s also a moment of immense opportunity. It is in these moments of upheaval that bold ideas and transformative change are born. It’s through adversity, we deliver our greatest work. So, the question is: What role do you want to play?

We cannot fix the system by patching its cracks or rearranging the siloes. To truly transform, we need to create something new—something bold, something that doesn’t just tweak the status quo, but reimagines it entirely.

This isn’t just a philosophical question—it’s an urgent and practical one. By embracing the principles embodied by zebras—sustainability, reciprocity, and shared growth—we can reimagine work that aligns to who we are, what we care about, and generates healthy wealth. Imagine a future where work isn’t just a means to an end, but a source of purpose, connection, and pride. Where unicorns, zebras, and elephants align their strengths to create something greater together. This is the future we can build.

Are you ready to join the tribe? Will we rise to the challenge? Can you hear it asking us to? I can.

The Asks

	What work lights me up?


	Who do I need in my corner to build my best work?


	What bold ask can I make to bring them into my vision?




Rewrite the Rules for Power and Purpose

Power and purpose aren’t handed to you—they’re unlocked when you dare to ask boldly, stand tall, and rewrite the rules to create a future that values balance, diversity, and humanity.

The zoo of work and productivity reflects the systems we’ve built over the past two hundred years—messy, imbalanced, and often driven by the wrong motivations. Within that chaos lies the opportunity to redefine how we show up, how we lead, and how we create a future that values people, purpose, and balance. It’s not enough to observe the zoo; we must step into it with intention to unlock its potential. Here’s the truth: transformation doesn’t happen by waiting for permission. It happens when we stand tall, take up space, and ask for the keys to the kingdom. Asking for the keys to the kingdom isn’t just about ambition—it’s about breaking the rules that tell us to stay small.

The Marathon and the Bell

It was the spring of 2023, and I was deep into training for the New York City Marathon with my friend Geeta Thakorlal. The summer heat was relentless—one hundred-degree days, pounding pavement, and pushing through the challenge of training to running five bridges. It was bold, grueling, and a test of grit, but NYC was calling, and we were determined to answer. The energy was magnetic, and as the miles added up, so did the excitement. I was getting pumped. I was getting hyped.

When you’re getting pumped physically, your creative genius gets hyped. And that is the moment when you raise the bar.
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That’s when the idea hit me: I wanted to gather a team of leaders and ring the closing bell at the New York Stock Exchange the Friday before the marathon. It was bold, empowering, and a symbol of strength—exactly the kind of challenge that felt right for this moment.

So, I picked up the phone and called a CFO and client of mine. I asked if he could help make it happen. He told me to hang tight; he’d call me back. Good deal. I paced the floor a bit. I wondered if this could happen.

He soon called back, and as it turned out, it could!

A Moment of Reflection

First things first: I had to get to New York and convince both Ally and Mark to come. There was no way I’d trek up there without the two people I love most in my life, who’ve made this journey to self-love more meaningful.

This wasn’t our first special trip together. Back in 2019, I was asked to testify before Congress in Washington, D.C. Ally was much younger then, and with her dad away on a business trip, it was just the two of us. The experience was incredible standing before Congress with Ally by my side was something I never imagined doing. So, when the chance came to create another meaningful experience for her, I knew I had to make it happen.

Mark, my husband, is the ultimate behind-the-scenes wingman, quietly making things happen without drawing attention to himself. He prefers driving everywhere, so convincing him to get on a plane is no small feat. Ally, on the other hand, is a perfect blend of the two of us—outgoing yet cautious. And, often, she’s swayed by her dad’s perspective. As it turned out, Ally’s friends were just as excited as we were. I later found out that her entire friend group tuned in from school to watch the moment unfold.
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My two best friends, Jennifer Emerson and Kerri Driscoll, were there with me, among a great many others. High five to two amazing mothers who’ve been on their journey to self-love with me for most of our adult lives. It was a surreal moment, and I wanted them there. Truth be told, I was a ball of nerves. Their presence and the many others who came reminded me of what it means to have a tribe and a community of the willing.

As our group made its way to Wall Street, the energy of the markets was palpable. Just being there, you could feel the weight of history and the buzz of possibility. I paused for a moment by the Fearless Girl statue, reflecting on the immense role money plays in our lives and the balance we so desperately need to bring to it. It was a surreal moment, surrounded by people I love, standing in a place that symbolizes so much power and potential.

Our Relationship with Money

As an entrepreneur, I’ve always felt that something essential is missing in our markets: balance. For all their strengths, our current version of messy capitalism often fails to create or sustain that balance. The human relationship with money is profound—capital is, after all, a means to an end. We’re wired to produce so we can consume, and money is the tool that makes it all possible. The more we have, the more we can buy—or so we’re led to believe.

Our relationship with money is deeply personal. It’s shaped by our upbringing, our experiences, and our values. And yet, we rarely stop to examine it. We rarely ask ourselves: What does money mean to me? What role do I want it to play in my life?

A colleague of mine, Dan Pickering, who invests with precision and balance, once shared a simple yet profound truth:


“People are the markets, and the markets are people.”

—Dan Pickering



Pragmatic returns come from patient, measured decisions, but those decisions are made by people—people with mindsets, emotions, and varying levels of function or dysfunction.
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We’ve all heard the phrase, “Buy high, sell low,” a cautionary tale of emotional imbalance in investing. It’s a reminder that balance isn’t just a financial principle—it’s an emotional one. Decades ago, we relied on human brokers to guide us, lacking the technology to trade independently or the data to model financial decisions over time. Now, money moves constantly, powered by sophisticated technology designed to help us stay balanced. At least, that’s how it should work.

But as I stood there, reflecting on the markets and their complexities, I couldn’t help but think true balance requires more than technology. It requires us, as people, to approach money with intention and patience.

The news, even at a micro level, paints a deeply unsettling picture of how our current version of capitalism is failing so many. Just the other day, a woman tipped a pizza delivery driver two dollars, and in a horrifying turn, he lashed out and stabbed her fourteen times. Thankfully, she survived. Then there’s the headline-grabbing murder of the United Healthcare CEO in New York—a crime that has sparked a vocal, bipartisan segment of the public to openly praise the killer.

These stories are shocking, but they’re not isolated. They’re symptoms of a deeper imbalance in the systems we’ve created. The common thread running through them is their connection to a capitalism that increasingly prioritizes profit over people. The CEO’s murder, while inexcusable, was framed by some as an act of protest against an unjust system that many feel values shareholder returns more than human lives. The pizza delivery incident was a violent reaction to financial desperation, a symptom of the growing economic strain that’s becoming all too common.

This isn’t just about individual acts of violence—it’s about a system that’s leaving people behind.

The Congressional Budget Office reports that the top 1 percent of earners now hold nearly 40 percent of the nation’s wealth, while the bottom 50 percent hold just 2.5 percent. Over 60 percent of Americans live paycheck to paycheck, with housing prices up 42 percent since 2019 and inflation driving essentials like food and energy out of reach. Meanwhile, upward mobility—the cornerstone of the American Dream—is vanishing. Only 50 percent of millennials earn more than their parents did, compared to 90 percent of baby boomers.

This erosion of the American Dream has left people feeling trapped, disillusioned, and angry. It’s fueling polarized ideologies and cries for change.

The debate often pits capitalism against socialism, as if those are the only two options. The real solution lies in something different: regenerative capitalism. This is an approach that invests in people and resources to protect and sustain future growth. Unlike the current model, which prioritizes profit at the expense of everything else, regenerative capitalism values detail, depth, and reciprocity over speed and exploitation.

Regenerative capitalism is about creating an infinite loop of sacred reciprocity. It’s about taking greater care—of people, of communities, of the planet. It’s about building systems that are equitable, sustainable, and capable of enduring. It’s not about abandoning capitalism; it’s about evolving it into something that works for everyone. It’s capitalism that values detail and depth over speed and shallowness.

When people hear this, they often say, “That sounds expensive.”

You know what? You get what you pay for.

If we want a system that works for everyone, we must be willing to invest in it. We must be willing to rethink our relationship with money, to prioritize long-term impact over short-term gains, and to build something that’s not just profitable, but meaningful. Because the cost of doing nothing—the cost of staying stuck in a system that’s failing so many—is far greater.

The Bell and The Gavel

So, there we were at the New York Stock Exchange. I wasn’t there to celebrate or uphold the status quo; I was there to respect it, but also to stand with many of the unicorns, zebras and elephants in representation of the future. The room looked like the America I learned about in civics: diverse in heritage, rooted in hard work, different mindsets, and most importantly in search of hope and purpose. Ally, my daughter, was chosen to bang the gavel—a powerful symbol of the future economy being wielded by young, ambitious women.

When we planned for this, we decided to call it Energy Human Capital Markets Day on Wall Street, a holiday that’s just a little less known to the public than Valentine’s Day or Christmas. We met with the media and investors to talk about how “human capital” translates to “people” and that diverse mindsets are fundamental to market growth.

Just before 4:00 p.m., we went to the bell area. Tara, our host, instructed me to start the bell a little before 4:00 to facilitate a precise closing moment. This had to be exact; if you closed before 4:00, all the traders would riot (not really, but they’d be irate); if you closed after 4:00, that meant big trouble.

I was on bell duty. Ally was on gavel duty.

3:58… 3:59…

4:00 p.m. was this-close. Tara nodded at me; CNBC turned their cameras on. I hit the bell! DING! DING! DING!

The sound crashed through my whole body.

Then Ally did her part—BANG! BANG! BANG! —three nice, clean gavel hits.

That was it. The markets closed.
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Energy Human Capital Markets Day, November 3, 2023 in celebration of Allies in Energy TCS NYC Marathon Team. Photo credit: NYSE



Some of the traders were still in mid-sentence.

The next morning, to our surprise, we made Good Morning America. Our group had shown the world that diversity and balance isn’t a side note in the economy—it’s central to its success. Moments like this weren’t possible when I was Ally’s age, but the tide is turning.

And whenever that topic of that day on Wall Street comes up, people say to me, “How did you get to do that?”

It’s a question I sometimes repeat to myself.

I just look at them, always with a smile.

And I say to them, “I asked.
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The Asks

	What’s one purpose-driven ask I have been afraid to make?


	How can I stand taller by asking for what I truly need?


	What’s stopping me from asking for what I need?


	What bold move will I make to rewrite the rules?




When Is the Right Time to Ask?

The right time to ask is now. Waiting for permission is just another rule we need to break.

The Ask is built on three pillars: its principles, its substance, and its outcomes. But there’s one critical element we haven’t explored yet—timing. When is the right time to ask?

If you’d asked my father, he’d have said, “Never.” A man of unwavering self-reliance, he believed in doing everything on his own, never leaning on anyone for help. He instilled that value in me, and while self-reliance is a skill worth cultivating, too much of it can become a barrier. As I grew older, I realized that no matter how many doors I could kick open on my own, I couldn’t reach every door without help. And the tools I needed—humility, grace, patience, and the ability to integrate others’ strengths—weren’t part of my upbringing. I had to learn them myself. With all due respect to my dad, I had to learn all that stuff on my own.

Sixteen years ago, I married a man much like my father. Mark is self-reliant, tough, and loyal to a fault. He doesn’t ask—he acts. His love language is showing up, whether it’s fixing something, tackling hard jobs, or quietly supporting our family. Watching him with our daughter is one of my greatest joys. His strength and loyalty are the foundation of our family, but his way of asking is through action, not words.

So, learning the ability to ask is one thing. Learning exactly what to ask is another thing. As for the timing, this is more nuanced. It calls upon your ability to be deeply aware of whom you’re asking, complete with a sense of their temperament, schedule, availability, and communication style. You must blend this knowledge with your own sense of when you will be ready to act if you receive the help you need.

But—deep breaths—one step at a time…

When should you ask? There’s a two-part answer…

The first part is: Always.

The second part is: When You Need Help.

A B A—Always Be Asking

Putting yourself out into the world is one of the greatest demonstrations of your courage to learn, adapt, and grow—especially when it comes to failure. The idea of “fall hard, fall fast” isn’t about recklessness; it’s about embracing the reality that failure is inevitable and necessary for progress. People may perceive you as someone who’s constantly exploring different pathways, but that’s not a weakness—it’s a strength. If you’re the kind of person who seeks knowledge, learns from mistakes, and refuses to settle for a single answer, you’re in a far better position than someone who rigidly sticks to a one-way street. This is where the principle of A B A—Always Be Asking comes into play.

Let me be clear about what I mean by “Always Be Asking.” This isn’t about being a pestering, over-eager presence in the world. It’s about showing up authentically, speaking your truth, and being open to the lessons the everyone you meet have to offer.

So here is exactly what I mean (no more, no less):

Always be speaking your truth.

It’s about distributing the message of you—your passions, your values, your purpose. You are what you say, what you think, what you wear, and how you show up in the world. This is your truth and sharing it is your ongoing ask. In your work, in your socializing, in all your interactions, you will find unending opportunities to disseminate your truth. What are you most passionate about? What drives you? What fuels you? What gets you out of bed in the morning? These are the questions you should answer—not just for yourself, but for our global community.

Make these things known. Do it in your own style. The goal is sharing your truth, and the reason sharing truth is so important is that it creates an Ongoing Ask.

This is simply how the world works.

Why is this so important?

The world of human beings is a social construct. The main circuit we move through consists of people, networks, and in business, markets. Much as we might try to isolate ourselves, we are—at a fundamental, biological level—tribes. While every individual is unique, we thrive within the context of our networks, communities, and markets. This isn’t meant to undermine our individuality, as every member of a tribe is clearly unique. However, despite our uniqueness, we should attune ourselves to the natural tribe reality. Because ultimately, it’s the tribe that will help us, should we ever require help (which of course we will).

What are the best preconditions for receiving help? Spreading the word about who we are, what we’re up to, and why. Because when we do that, we align with those who share our passions. Many of those who share our interests will need our help, as well. Wanting to follow in your footsteps, many of these help-seekers will show up as helpers in disguise, even though the truth is they’re in need of our support. These future pack members will not suddenly show up and sign up, but they’ll be present. They’ll be watching. They are part of the tribe, of course, and it’s therefore important that they know who you are.

In consistently telling them who you are, in making your talents and your passions known, you are cultivating a form of 24/7 ask. It’s The Ask before The Ask. It’s the one whereupon your presence, heart, and credibility are proven. Believe me, it helps you a tremendous amount when you get around to making The Actual Ask.

Which will happen.

When You Need Help

It’s as simple as that. The timing of The Ask is that moment when you’ve hit the limit in terms of how much you can help yourself. I’ll give you a very real example. When I began writing this book, I knew I didn’t have all the answers. I also didn’t have all the questions. I can only speak to my truths, so I asked Eric to join me in this process. Then as the book evolved, I asked others to tell their stories of asking. This book is a testament to the power of asking for help and building a tribe of supporters.

If you’re stubborn, you might delay asking until you’re overwhelmed, but self-awareness helps you recognize when your contribution has reached its limit. Asking for help isn’t a sign of weakness—it’s a sign of strength and self-awareness. When you’ve been consistently sharing your truth, your network will already know who you are and what you stand for.

That said, don’t assume people know what you need. This is a dangerous mistake to make. They’re watching, but not that closely. The correct way to ask is with humility. Put the situation into context. Take the time—and the breath—to explain to them exactly what you are looking for and why. Be clear, humble, and specific in your ask. Don’t fear rejection—it’s part of the process. Keep asking, keep moving forward, and you’ll find the help you need.
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The Ask isn’t just about giving—it’s also about receiving. In 2021, my mom, a fiercely independent woman, was rushed to the ICU. For someone who had always refused help, this was a turning point. She allowed us to step in, showing me the strength it takes to receive. In those weeks, she taught me that grace in receiving is just as powerful as self-reliance.

But as I journeyed to do so, a thought occurred to me:

This woman has never been able to receive someone else’s help.

Yeah, it’s not just my dad with the Independence Complex. Mom’s also the type who would briefly contemplate picking up her car and carrying it to the shop before calling a tow truck. So, you see, I’m the product of two non-askers. It’s only taken me nearly half a century to learn how to dissect The Ask and make it easier to do.

You know what? She took the help like a champ. And I mean every word of that last sentence. I’m not being ironic, because taking help isn’t always a passive experience. For many of us, it’s active. It takes strength and exertion. The strength and exertion of admitting that you have limitations and weaknesses.

Wild concept, huh?

But there was Mom, allowing us to help her. Why? Had she had some grand philosophical revelation? Well, I can’t speak to what exactly was going on inside her mind, but I’m going to go ahead and say Yes. Her body had delivered the message loud and clear: It’s time to stop pushing yourself so hard. Take better care of yourself.

In other words, Mom—like everybody else at some point—had reached her limit. Self-reliance was no longer running the show. The circle of life is a real thing, and it had indeed come full circle.
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We took her keys. We took her car. And we moved her into a home for six weeks. As this all unfolded, it was so surreal. Was this really my mom? It seemed like she’d been replaced by someone else. I felt like I was getting away with something.

In all honesty, though, it was a beautiful time. All my life, she’d shown me such a strong example of self-reliance. But in those weeks, she showed me something just as powerful: the grace of receiving. No knock on my mom here, but I could have used it earlier! I still remember starting my business and having to ask for money. What a tall mountain that was to climb. On the other hand, like all of us who eventually smarten up and ask, I had no other choice.

I was facing a need: grow, stagnate or die.

One plus one equaled two.

The trick, as we go through life chasing our goals, is knowing when going it alone is no longer an option. We all have limits. Knowing when to ask for help—and being willing to receive it—is part of the circle of life. It’s not about weakness; it’s about recognizing that we’re stronger together.

So be who you are: without fear, without question. Put it out into the world. Then one day, when you are facing a need, you’ll have a fertile tribe of helpers to turn to.

The Asks

	What am I waiting for?


	What is stopping me from asking right now?




Your Ask Does Not Have To Take the Form of a Question

Sometimes the boldest ask is the one you make with your actions, not your words.

Being yourself and living your truth is a powerful form of The Ask. Expressing who you are creates awareness and lays the groundwork for others to help you. Here’s the thing: Your ask doesn’t always have to take the form of a question.

Sometimes, your truth speaks for itself. After Hurricane Harvey, my damaged home became The Ask—during that time, I’d regularly hear my doorbell ring, only to find Good Samaritans standing on the porch offering help. But most of the time, even if your truth is clear, you’ll eventually need to make a direct ask. Think of it like a restaurant: marketing gets people in the door, but at some point, the server must ask, “What can I get for you?”

This is where defining your mission comes in. Speaking your truth is the foundation, but crafting a mission gives it purpose and direction. Your mission isn’t just about what you do—it’s about why you do it. It’s a call to action that invites others to join you. Whether you’re a chef redefining regional cuisine or a leader transforming an industry, your mission is an ongoing ask that attracts the right people to your cause.

For me, Hurricane Harvey clarified my mission. I didn’t just want to diversify the energy industry; I wanted to connect diverse mindsets and energy sources to power a better future. That mission grew from personal loss, but it became a vision for change at scale. Once I articulated it, the right people showed up to help. The beauty of a well-defined mission is that it does much of the work of The Ask for you. By living your values and sharing your passions, you build trust and credibility. People will align with your mission if it’s authentic, and the support you need will follow naturally.

The point is that the formation, cultivation, and expression of your mission does most of the groundwork of The Ask without ever taking on the form of an actual question. In fact, by the time the question occurred, it was just a natural extension of a preexisting conversation. What a beautiful thing. What a testament to the power of human interrelationships and community; the magnitude of working within a tribe.

Disseminating your truth and passions are an ongoing ask in action. Rounding up that truth and those passions into mission formation is a different ballgame, though, for it’s an expression of the values that underlie your entire process. Values are everything when it comes to human relationships, for those relationships are formed in tandem with our values. In other words, we tend to hang around people whose priorities and concerns align with our own. Like my mom and dad always said, we are who we surround ourselves with. We are what we eat, breathe, and yes, we are what we speak.

If you fundamentally agree with this, then now’s the time to take stock. Did you write your eulogy yet? If not, do this. What’s your truth? What’s your vision? Are you creating the environment that reflects the legacy you want to leave? Your purpose in life is self-actualization, and to get there, you need to declare your mission and commit to it.

Figuring out your truth and passion largely means figuring out your values, and those values will be the core of your mission. Don’t fake this stuff. You must be who you are, otherwise, those who are watching will sniff out the phonies. That’s the interesting thing about human beings: we always, as a collective, sense the truth.

Accordingly, when somebody shows up with a mission, the tribe will rapidly analyze it to check out its veracity. Those who don’t align will depart. Those who do align will keep an eye out, and possibly even move in closer. The more authentic the mission, the more useful it will be to humanity, and the more support it will ultimately gain.

With all this beautiful infrastructure in place, when you finally get around to asking for help, it’ll be an easy choice for the community to help you. It’ll almost be as though you didn’t even have to ask, as your circle will be strong enough to readily pick up what you’re putting down. I’m blessed to say since I’ve come to love myself, forgive myself and figure out what God wants me to do in this lifetime, I’ve been fortunate to have people show up without my asking.

The Ask isn’t always a question—far from it. It is communication. It’s a very close bedfellow of its opposite: The Statement. So much so that oftentimes, the two concepts can blend into one another.

The key, therefore, is to continuously communicate. While doing so, you’ll develop community (“communicate” = “community”), without which no ask in the world has any meaning. When you do this consistently, you create a foundation of support so strong that when the time comes to ask for help, it feels like a natural extension of the relationships you’ve built, and that’s the power of The Ask in action.

The Asks

	What action can I take today that speaks louder than words?


	How can I show, rather than tell, what I need?


	How should my ask feel?




When Is the Wrong Time to Ask?

The best way to ask for permission is to skip it allogether.

If the right time to ask is when you need help, then the wrong time to ask is when you don’t. Simple, right? Not quite. Timing is rarely that straightforward.

The wrong time to ask is when you’re already in range of your target and capable of hitting it on your own. In those moments, don’t hesitate—just close the gap and get it done. There are other factors to consider, like whom you’re asking. If someone is overwhelmed or distracted, your poorly timed ask could not only fail but also damage your relationship.

Here’s my number one rule in considering others. First, put yourself in their shoes. Then, remember everyone, everywhere right now is going through something. Respect their time and capacity. Attention is at a premium today.

Getting back to the more central factor, the factor of whether you need the help, there are other meaningful dynamics that come into play. For certain, it stands to reason that if you don’t need help, then you shouldn’t be asking for it. Many of us wouldn’t even think to ask for help if we can handle a given task all by ourselves.

As it turns out, not every ask is in pursuit of help. We’re spending the most time on that kind of ask because it tends to be the most prominent and emotionally loaded one. What we haven’t touched upon yet is another kind of ask, one which comes up all the time and has a stunning way of highlighting where we stand in the pecking order.

I’m talking about asking for permission. If you’re capable of completing the task and the outcome will be positive, why risk slowing yourself down? Sometimes, asking for permission is more about fear than necessity.

If you don’t need help, don’t ask for help. You got this. Like Nike says, “Just do it.”

On the other hand, what if you need permission?

Well, the mature, dutiful, cooperative adult in us wants to ask for permission. After all, if we’re not technically allowed to do something, why would we undertake the risk of doing it? When we’re young we might do it to experiment, or push limits, or pursue a thrill, but as we get older, we realize that those experiences grant us limited returns and even have a way of undercutting our own growth and progress.

However, let’s mix up the question a little more:

What if we’re “supposed to” get permission, yet we’re readily capable of completing the task at hand?

And here’s a deeper, thornier question: What if we’re “supposed to” get permission, but we know that if permission is not granted to us, the outcome will be worse than it would have been had we just moved forward on our own?

Back in 2010, while working at Shell, my best friend Jennifer and I were tasked with planning a women’s conference. The theme was empowerment—encouraging women to be unapologetically themselves. Naturally, we wanted a speaker who embodied that message, and Annise Parker, then the first openly lesbian mayor of Houston, was the perfect fit. She was a trailblazer, a symbol of strength, and her presence would elevate the event in a way no one else could.
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Bestie from Shell, Jennifer Emerson and Katie Mehnert at the Hot Chocolate Run.



But there was a catch. Technically, we were supposed to ask for permission to invite her. There was a process, a chain of command, and a set of unspoken rules about who could be invited into Shell’s four walls. Let’s be honest—if we had asked, the answer likely would have been no. Not because Annise wasn’t qualified, but because bureaucracy often stifles bold ideas. So, we skipped the permission step and went straight to the ask.

And guess what? She said yes.

It didn’t stop there. Emboldened by her acceptance, we decided to take an even bigger leap—we sent an email to Peter Voser, the CEO of Shell, inviting him to the conference as well. Why not? We were already breaking the rules, so we figured we might as well go all in.

Once we had both yeses in hand, we informed Shell Corporate Affairs. To say this was unconventional would be an understatement. At the time, you didn’t invite political figures or the CEO without going through the proper channels. Here’s the thing: we weren’t being reckless for the sake of rebellion. We genuinely believed in the value of what we were doing. Annise Parker and Peter Voser weren’t just high-profile names—they were aligned with the mission of the conference. Their presence would amplify the message we were trying to share that women should feel empowered to lead, to take risks, and to be unapologetically themselves.

The irony of this whole situation wasn’t lost on us. Here we were, planning a conference to teach women to lean in and own their power, while simultaneously grappling with our own fear of asking for permission. The truth is that fear wasn’t about the rules—it was about the possibility of being told no. That’s the thing about permission: it often masks fear. Fear of rejection. Fear of stepping out of line. Fear of discipline. Fear of disrupting the status quo.

Jennifer and I felt something stronger than fear: psychological safety. We worked at a company that encouraged us to think differently, to lean in, and to take risks. That sense of safety gave us the confidence to bypass the rules and trust our instincts. We knew our mission aligned with the company’s values, and that alignment gave us the freedom to act boldly.

The result? The conference was a resounding success. Annise Parker’s speech was inspiring, Peter Voser’s presence elevated the event, and the attendees left feeling empowered and energized. The impact didn’t stop there. After the event, something unexpected happened: other employee groups at Shell started asking for the CEO’s time and inviting external speakers to their events. We had changed the game. By taking that first bold step, we made it safer—and more acceptable—for others to make similar asks. We didn’t just host a successful conference; we altered the culture.
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Mayor Annise Parker, Katie Mehnert and Jennifer Emerson at the 2015 launch of Pink Petro, years after hosting her at the Shell women’s conference.



Looking back, this experience taught me permission is often just fear in disguise. When you’re aligned with your mission and vision, you don’t need permission—you just need the courage to act. Rules exist for a reason, but sometimes they’re outdated or overly cautious. Breaking them isn’t about defiance; it’s about creating something better. When you act with purpose and authenticity, the results speak for themselves.

Jennifer and I didn’t just invite a speaker and a CEO—we created a ripple effect. We showed others that it’s okay to lean in, to take risks, and to trust your instincts. In doing so, we proved that sometimes, the best way to ask for permission is to skip it altogether.

It all comes back to your mission and vision. What are you striving for? What’s the end game? If the goal is within reach and you don’t need help, then don’t hesitate—cross the finish line. If permission stands between you and your goal, it’s time to weigh the risks. What happens if you’re told “no”? More importantly, what happens if the goal is so critical that you should move forward anyway? What kind of fallout might that create?

Everybody has a different temperament when it comes to risk. If I’m personally clear in my goal, I know that achieving my goal will generate positivity, and I know that asking for permission might thwart or slow down the objective, then I’m all about that age-old expression:

“Better to ask for forgiveness than ask for permission.”

Yes, there might be a mess to clean up later, but if your actions are rooted in purpose and authenticity, the results will often speak for themselves. People will see why you acted, and hindsight will usually justify your decision. Sometimes, the permission-granters will even appreciate your boldness. Other times, they won’t. That’s just life. Our interests don’t always align, and sometimes you must prioritize your mission over protocol. Or, to put it plainly, sometimes you will piss people off to get things done.

Here’s the good news: when your actions create a positive outcome, that positivity doesn’t stop—it grows. Juliana Garaizar, whom you’ll meet later in this book, and I, call this being “unstoppable.” Positivity has a ripple effect, like a garden that keeps growing as long as you plant seeds. When your actions are rooted in authentic truth—not ego—they create value far beyond what you might initially see. Why let the need for permission stand in the way of something good? Why let someone else decide what’s ultimately right for you and the world?
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People tend to overthink things. Our intellectual capacity is our species’ greatest strength, but in excess, it can become a hindering weakness, to the point where we can go in circles calculating our next move and become strangers to the concept of action. We become obstructionists. This holds back good.

Action, on the other hand, is definitive. It speaks louder than words, obliterates overthinking, and leaves no room for doubt. Once taken, an action is real—it’s on the books. The power of having acted far outweighs the paralysis of endless deliberation.

Don’t let those who might stand above you hinder your growth and progress. Real leadership wants you to lean in, lift others and do great in the world. When you create a tribe of support around you, you’ll be an unstoppable force because no matter how dysfunctional people you are around or above you, the power of influence is far greater than direct authority. The permission-granters in our lives have authority, but it’s on us to determine the scope and might of that authority and our best power: influence. Are they worth taking seriously? Are they really allowed to stand between us and our authenticity?

If you don’t need help, don’t ask. Save your ask for a time when help is needed.


“If you don’t need help, don’t ask. Save your ask for a time when help is needed.”

—Katie Mehnert



If you need permission, don’t overthink the matter. Consider the risks, trust your instincts, and act. If asking for permission means risking a loss, then skip The Ask, act, and let your destiny greet you with a fist bump.

The Asks

	What bold action can I take today that doesn’t require permission?


	Is my ask rooted in purpose or fear?




What Can I Do to Make the World a Better Place?

The boldest question of all is the one that asks how you can serve others.

Is there such a thing as an “ultimate ask?” A question so profound it rises above all others? Maybe not—after all, asking itself is the ultimate act of exploration and growth. But then again, maybe there is.

In the summer of 2024, I got a call from Dr. Paul Stoltz, also known as Dr. GRIT, the world’s leading authority on adversity and resilience. He was curious about The GRIT Awards; an annual event my company hosts to honor exceptional leaders in energy and climate. He wanted to know how we measured grit and resilience. The truth? We didn’t have a formal system—it was intuitive. We simply sought out the brightest, most inspiring standouts in the field.

Dr. Paul doesn’t do “intuitive.” He’s all about data, testing, and precision. His questions came rapid-fire, each one cutting to the heart of what grit really means. As I answered, I found myself reflecting on my own life. As a child, I was endlessly curious, a little fountain of questions. As I’ve grown older, those questions shifted inward—about my place in the world, my self-image, and whether I was enough. By the time I hit adulthood, the questions had quieted, replaced by statements and assumptions.

When I was about fifteen the same age my daughter Ally is now, I started drifting away from the questions game. I’m only human, so I still had questions, but now they were becoming more internal ones, and the subject matter was shifting, too.

As a younger kid, before my parents divorced, I had questions about how things worked, the way the world was, and why things were the way they were. I was an explorer, a philosopher, an auditor, a seeker. Heading into my teenage years, though, the questions became more about myself and my own self-image: Was I saying the right things? Did I look the right way? How was I coming off? Sounding? Seeming? Was I too much? Too little? Was I attractive? Was I cool? It didn’t help that soon after this period of exploration my parents’ divorce hit my heart and mind.

I think that’s what happens to a lot of people; we go from questioning the world itself to questioning our place and presence within it. From there, the questions start quieting down; we become more set in our image, set in our ways. Before we know it, the questions have morphed into statements. We’re not asking about the world, or even ourselves because we’re too busy declaring our truths.

Not Paul, though. His mind was running fresh with questions. He inspired me to start asking new questions of my own.

He even had me take a test to measure my own grit, things like tenacity, resilience, instincts, and capacity for growth. Dr. Paul’s questions cracked open my perspective. Moreover, they cracked open myself, insofar as I found myself communicating so candidly and vulnerably with him. One thing led to another, and soon I had a question of my own:

“Hey Doc, do you want to work together?”
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Dr. Paul wasn’t in the energy sector, but I wanted to bring him in. By late 2024, after that infamous hospital trip which lead me to write this book, my vision for what I want to do next had started to sharpen.
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Dr. Paul Stoltz and Katie Mehnert cooking up some grit.



As I write these chapters, I want to help transform our economy into something regenerative—an economy that invests in people, purpose, and sustainability. Every broken system—energy, medicine, tech, finance, education, government—is crying out for a breakthrough. My mission is clear: to create ecosystems of healthy regenerative businesses working in tandem together. I want to fix what’s broken with labor and capital markets by creating something new. This means we help companies expand rather than exploit; we help them invest value rather than expend value; and they build with a mind toward quality.

Dr. Paul was all in. Our conversations were electric. We talked about diversity, purpose, and the crumbling state of the American Dream. We agreed that while the dream once promised stability and opportunity, it’s now unraveling under the weight of rising costs, stress, and division. We weren’t about to let that stop us. Instead, we committed to propelling forward with positive vision, action, and purpose.

Diversity has been important to me. Remember I was the girl who was told I was different, and I didn’t matter. But nearly fifty years in my skin, I do matter. If I can accelerate helping people find why they matter and scale that to help our world become a more harmonious place, I’m in!

Our politicians are rewiring a culture of narcissism and obstructionism. Neighborhoods and communities are low on cohesion and even lower on trust. The income gap between rich and poor is getting wider. Warfare is rattling parts of the globe and threatening daily to knock on our door. The American Dream might still draw in immigrants to our shores from around the world, but the truth is, it’s getting torn to shreds, and many of us are having trouble imagining how it could ever be sewn back together.

The truth is, Dr. Paul and I have been on our life paths, but now our work is converging. We agreed that many things in society were trending downward, but that we weren’t about to allow the gravity to sink us. No, we would propel ourselves forward: positive vision, positive actions, positive outlook, positive future.

Right now, the world expects everything to come cheap and fast, but this model and mindset have proven too short term. We’ve become fat and happy, complacent, and entitled. We are dysfunctional. It’s time for human beings to go deeper, favoring and pursuing quality and sustainability over quick fixes and the rapid downsides that come with them. To this end, the more we can empower and mobilize up-and-coming people with sustainable tools, skills, and mindsets, the more we can heal the world.

Does this sound crazy? Of course it does, but there’s a little saying that I’ve become fond of using lately:

“Crazy is better than crazier.”

In other words, in our government and in our culture, we’ve been seeing a form of peak crazy lately. Our gearshift has been stuck at crazier. Love it or hate it, the loudest voices in America are addicted to extremes, and this addiction is leaving all of us anxious and spun. With all aspects of American life rounded up to such nerve-rattling extremes, doesn’t plain old crazy start to seem appealing?

Yes, it’s crazy to want to save the world, and it’s crazy to assign oneself the task of doing so.

I’ll take the crazy of trying to fix major problems over the crazier of just watching the world burn (or worse yet, fanning the flames).

So, I’m going in deep and we’re going out big. Our shared purpose has never been clearer. The voices of those building regenerative and sustainable ways are asking. The children being born are counting on us and asking for better. So, we are focusing on building a Regenerative Economy.

I call this the Bee Suite. Bees are builders who construct hives which are complex ecosystems that produce value through collaboration. Each member is both a strategist and operator, moving fluidly between vision and execution. The Bee Suite has the relentless drive to build something that matters.

As we move forward, we’re guided by one question. Is it the Ultimate Ask? I’ll let you decide. But for me, it’s the question that drives everything I do. It’s the question that connects us to our purpose, our tribe, and our shared humanity.

The Asks:

	What’s one thing I can do today to make the world a better place?


	How can I ask to create a ripple effect of positive change?




Part II

Others’ Asks—Lessons in Asking

Curiosity is the bridge between what is and what could be.

When I started writing this book, I realized I needed to frame up the problem and then offer up practical solutions. I do not have all the answers. In these next chapters you’ll meet others who’ve learned how to break the rules, embrace curiosity, and chart a way forward. Part of the journey in getting curious and finding your way is seeking out others and their insights. It is why I offer these pages and stories for your journey.

The Asks:


	Who has the heart I desire to bring my ask forward?


	Who has the brains I desire to bring my ask forward?


	Who has the courage I desire to bring my ask forward?




Ask Others to Declare Your Worth with Nuala Murphy

Sometimes, others see our worth more clearly than we do. Asking them to declare it is an act of courage and self-belief.

You could call Nuala Murphy a problem-solver, but that would be underestimating her. It’s far sharper and more accurate to call Nuala “the solution.” In a myriad of contexts, that’s how she’s functioned. She’s been in the business sector, she’s been in the technology sector, she’s been an entrepreneur, and no matter what setting she’s functioned in, people have turned to her to find solutions to their problems.

The thing about people like Nuala is, though, they’re not just content to service a conveyor belt of standard problems. As they evolve, and as their problem-solving capacity deepens and expands, they themselves wish to go deeper and expand…

Which is to say, they start scanning the waters for bigger fish.

Nuala had spent twenty years in the private sector. It was during this time when she and I met, as network leaders in the Lean In Foundation. They held an annual conference in San Francisco, and Nuala stood out for her grit, positivity, and charisma. Little did I know (and I’m not even sure if she knew it at the time), she wasn’t fixing to stay in business.

Before long, Nuala would make a big shift… to academia.
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Nuala Murphy and Katie Mehnert at the Lean In Leaders conference in San Francisco.
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It’s almost unheard of. When people are successful in business, especially at the entrepreneurial level, a re-embrace of formal education virtually never enters the picture. For Nuala, the sense of deepening was undeniable. She felt called not just to another form of work, but to a more sophisticated gradient of understanding. It wasn’t enough to be able to function at a high level in the world; she yearned to comprehend just how the world is built, and moreover, to fashion ways in which she could intervene and help improve it.

Ever the helper. Ever the solver.

Only now at a much more macro level.
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Coming off of twenty years in the private sector to return to academia is far from easy. Put aside the emotional and psychological factors of the shift; there are also financial considerations. In Nuala’s case, she had to self-fund. No other resources were available to help her. In the meantime, critically, she had to craft a case for herself. This wasn’t a mere matter of applying to schools, the same way kids coming out of high school or undergraduate work do. This was a matter of explaining while applying just why she was doing such a thing after a twenty-year business career.

Why this? Why now? Why HER?

“I felt dejected at first,” she tells me now. For years, she had done it all on her own and had grown accustomed to being a leader. “I was never used to asking anyone to help me do anything.”


“I was never used to asking anyone to help me do anything.”

—Nuala Murphy



To craft her PhD application, she not only had to ask for help, but she also had to ask her longstanding colleagues to help communicate why she was worthy.

Yikes. She’d been so busy solving problems for all those years that nobody, least of all her, had ever thought to ask such a thing.

She highlights how her home, Northern Ireland, is a “post-conflict society.” A serious place, in other words. Nuala needed those colleagues to help her craft her application. These were serious people, just like her. Would they start questioning her goals? Or her sanity, for that matter?

She recalled all her activities across business and technology, and even into the nonprofit and volunteer sectors. “If you give me a target, I’ll meet it,” she says. “If you give me a structure, I’ll make it work.”

Now the targets and structures seemed less stable.

While grinding, she had started a family. It was around the time of her third pregnancy when things started to shift. A vicious sickness gripped hold of her. While laid up, she faced an existential crisis. As with me in that hospital bed, the QUESTIONS started coming. In Nuala’s case, they were along the lines of:

“What do I want to do?” “Where do I want my energy to go?” “What are my non-negotiables?”

Like so many of the others who’ve shared their stories for this book, Nuala is acutely tuned into intersectionality. She’d repeatedly and chronically been “the only woman in the room.” And the longer she’d lived with that, the more she saw how much work remained to be done in terms of equality in the business sphere.

“Gender’s not done,” she told me. “Intersectionality’s not done. We need to do more.”

Then came one big mother of a question:

“Why Are We Not Progressing?”
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That was it.

Nuala had her sights set on a Doctorate of Philosophy in Management. She sought to hold society, complete with its structures and government, accountable. She didn’t care who thought she was crazy; she herself had never felt saner. Plus, as with any noble mission, the motives weren’t entirely selfless. Nuala wanted to help improve the world. But at the same time: “I suppose the intellectual challenge [was something] I needed because I’d done everything else. I wanted to go deeper, and I wanted to have more impact in my life in the work that I was doing. And until that stage I’d always been the person who supports others…”

The “stage” of which she speaks began about ten years ago. That was when her direction started shifting. It didn’t happen overnight; it came about in phases. First there was the embrace of the nonprofit sector. Amidst that was increased volunteer work. Academia, however, was on a whole other level. There, she could pop open the hood of society and get a good look underneath.

It was an intense swerve, but a necessary one. The trend of people relying on her expertise for all those years “could have made me a very entitled person, but it inspired me to do something about it and to facilitate change.”

In other words, she knew the old version of her had worn out its utility. Yes, she could still be useful on a day-to-day, organizational level, but doing so no longer served or stimulated her, which was why a detached entitlement wasn’t in the cards. So instead of letting her soul go dry, she made sure to keep it cool, watered, and fresh.
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Nuala’s colleagues had no issue whatsoever with stepping up and declaring her worth. To them, that worth was entirely self-evident. So however surprising her new choice might have been, they figured that if Nuala was the one making it, then it had to carry ingrained merit.

The next thing she knew, for the first time in decades, she was a student sitting in a classroom.

Nuala describes academia like so: “It’s about really thinking hard about what you read.”

Still, though, the impulses to help and problem-solve are well intact. “I always wanted to find how I could support somebody who needed it most,” she explains. From this vantage point, she is positioning herself to provide a far finer degree of support. “I can see why things happened, how they happened, in my professional life, and I’m finding the answers.”

With a laugh, she adds, “I’m finding the answers to the things that most people don’t really care about or think about.”

Nuala’s husband jokes to her, “It’s great that you’re having these conversations with your fellow academics, so you’re not torturing me.”

Her sense of humor is a large part of her journey. In fact, it goes hand in hand with attending to such serious work.

That work involves understanding how societies are structured. It involves developing a deep awareness of why everything operates the way it does. It feeds Nuala’s longstanding curiosity about who’s in the room and who’s not in the room and why, when it comes to not only the halls of power, but also more conventional workplaces. On a fundamental level, the work is also about allyship: how it impacts the workplace, how it functions as a mechanism. “However, there’s a lot of barriers to allyship,” she notes.

“It’s terribly frustrating,” she admits, highlighting how the pace of study and rumination in an academic setting can challenge the go-go-go instincts of a one-time entrepreneur.

Still laughing, she says, “I’m going in there thinking I’m gonna get kicked out. I thought they let me in as a diversity hire or something.”

Over time, though, the very value to which her colleagues had attested became visible among her professors and her fellow students. As a result, her confidence started to grow, as did her conviction that she was making a meaningful contribution to society.

No longer did she feel like such an outsider. The setting might have changed, but she was still a hard, dedicated worker. And: “My work is an extension of who I am.”
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During the writing of this book, Nuala received more validation, in the form of the news that The Northern Ireland Department of the Economy is stepping up to fund her work in academia. Now she can rise and sleep firm in the knowledge that her contribution is officially recognized as valuable.

“The ask actually liberated me from myself and my own self-doubt,” she says, pointing out that not only did her colleagues support her, but that that support positioned her in a vital new sphere, one where she’s been able to flourish and see a valid new dimension of her identity come into view.

Had she never put out the ask, that never would have happened. It all came full circle: others attesting to her value allowed her, in time, to finally see it through new eyes for herself.

As she progressed, one of her supervisors said to her in her distinct German accent, “Nuala, you have arrived in academia.” “And that just feels so great,” Nuala tells me.

Now? “I need to crack on with my work,” she says. “Stop feeling vulnerable. Put the big girl pants on, you know?”

At a gut level, she’d always believed in herself, but she also admits to having felt lucky to just get by. She didn’t feel entitled, nor deserving, despite being a lifelong go-getter. “If you tell me I can’t do it, I will do it,” she says. But on the other hand, “I never expect anything.”

She’s a classic example of a self-starter: advanced in the achievement department, but sometimes a little hesitant on the outreach front. Fittingly, she perceives that many people around her feel entitled to everything. “I have a deep sense of justice and fairness,” she says. Whereas others may function with unquestioning entitlement, she doesn’t presume that anything special is coming her way.

“Both of my parents were professionals,” she shares. “They were first-generation university graduates, so education was a priority for them and for us as a family. We realized its value for career prospects at that time in Northern Ireland.”

Such was the mindset. Growing up, Nuala observed around her people in states of hyper-vigilance, unrest, and insecurity. It was an unstable society, and to gain traction within it, one was wise to go to school and pursue something of value.

She did so on her way into the business sector.

And now she’s doing so again, with different motives, on the way out.

“Education was the mechanism for growth, and that’s incredible that I made my career in industry despite the odds,” she says.

“Now I have come full circle,” she adds with a smile, “back to where I am now.”

Nuala’s work in education is changing our world. We lift others up through education. Thank you, my friend, for leaning in, asking and doing hard things.

The Asks


	Who can I ask to reflect your worth back to me?


	How can their perspective help me see my value more clearly?




Ask How to Best Empower Yourself with Stephanie Cox

Empowerment begins with asking the right questions—of yourself and others.

When I caught up with Stephanie Cox and told her about this book project, she gave me two instances in her life when the asking of questions made a meaningful difference. On the surface, the two stories didn’t seem to have much in common, until I thought about them and realized that they were united by the theme of personal empowerment.

This is fitting when it comes to Stephanie, as she’s a leader of the highest order. We’re networked together within the energy industry, and everywhere Stephanie goes, she is acknowledged for her air of grace, humility, and self-respect. What’s interesting about successful people like her is that they always come from somewhere. In other words, the success is forged by their experiences, which shape their impulses and decisions.

People look at Stephanie now and see a powerful person (a word she might not be fast to agree with, but hey, it is what it is). How did she get there?

And more to the point: What were the questions that got her there?
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Stephanie Cox is at an ALLY Energy event in 2021.



“How do I Become Financially Independent?”

As a kid, Stephanie didn’t have much in the way of material comfort. She was raised in a lower to middle class family in Michigan. During her middle school years, her dad went in and out of a lot of jobs. He worked in retail, which was a bigger deal to the economy in the 1980s than it is now. Back then, people went to department stores for everything. If you wanted a stereo, a bike, or clothing, the department store was your destination. Over time, though, the sector started getting squeezed. First came your Best Buys and your Dollar Stores, enhancing the access but lowering the price (and the value) of what was sold. Then came the Internet, and before long, it was over: nowadays you have people choosing Amazon over a one-mile trip to the market.

So, Stephanie’s dad worked in a dying sector, and she has many memories of him losing this job or that. She also remembers bill-paying time in her house. It was all done very efficiently: her dad would lay out envelopes, stamps, bills, and checkbooks, along with a big glass of whiskey on ice.

The message was imprinted early on in Stephanie’s life: Bills were hard. Money was hard.

Life was hard.

Over and over again, throughout her childhood, came the refrain “We can’t afford it…We can’t afford it…”

Starting in her younger years, though, Stephanie cultivated a spirit of resourcefulness. She babysat other people’s kids. She’d set up a table at the end of the driveway for selling raspberries. These endeavors earned her some extra cash, but just the same, she always felt under-leveraged and a bit sad about her family’s situation.

When it came time for school pictures, for her first year in a new high school in a new city because of her father’s job, she was embarrassed not to have something nicer to wear. She bought a blue and white pinstriped shirt from K-Mart. I didn’t want to be like that when I grew up,” Stephanie says now. “I wanted money in my savings account.”
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Fast forward to her adult life…

True to form, Stephanie had put herself through college. Along the way, she’d held lots of different jobs and internships. A pivotal point came after graduation with her first job as a buyer. She was in supply chain, bringing in a healthier income than she’d ever experienced in her life. Notably, everybody she worked with was her parents’ age. As a matter of course, she was always respectful to them; it was part of her values to respect her elders.

Late in the evenings, her older colleagues (colleagues with more seniority) would come by to talk with her, sometimes venting and complaining about this or that.

One gentleman named Bill stood out in particular. His complaining could reach toxic heights. Stephanie thought of her encounters with Bill as “drive-bys,” meaning she felt like she was caught in the crossfire. If he came near her, forget it—complaining was inevitable.

One night, Bill was really going for it, rolling out a long list of grievances about his job, the company, worry about layoffs, and his life in general. Stephanie’s decorum—her natural-born impulse to respect her elders—began to clash with her quickly dwindling patience.

Finally, she had her version of an outburst. She said to him, as nicely as possible, “Bill, if you’re so unhappy, why don’t you just quit?”

And that was when Bill really lost it…

He started laying right into her. He emphasized their stark age difference. He made it clear that he had a mortgage, a family, a metric ton of responsibilities, and that she didn’t understand he couldn’t just quit.

The drive-by had reached epic proportions. While Stephanie stood there, effectively Bill’s hostage, she had a light bulb moment:

There and then, she decided that she would never be afraid of losing her job, never to be afraid to speak up, and when she had all those responsibilities of a mortgage and a family, she wouldn’t be staying in a job she didn’t love.
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Her employer was a public company. Upon joining, she enrolled in the 401(k) but had only selected the lowest option of a 1 percent draw. However, after seeing Bill’s unhinged middle-aged misery, she bumped the amount up to 15 percent. During the hiring process, she’d never asked anything about the 401(k); she felt out of her depth, and too intimidated, and she couldn’t turn to her parents for the answers.

Fifteen percent was the maximum amount she could contribute. She needed savings, and she needed them now. Likewise, she and her husband set a target of when they would be financially independent and put a plan in place.

They chose age forty-eight. At the time, she was in her late twenties.

If it wasn’t age forty-eight, it would be having $1 million in the bank—one or the other.

Stephanie couldn’t imagine waiting until sixty-five years old to retire and be financially independent; that would be ancient. She had to get serious right away and make a strong and stable life for herself.

In a way, while hearing Bill’s complaints, she hadn’t just been hearing him. She’d also been hearing a repeat of her father’s fears and concerns, only coming at her through a fresh new portal.

It was like all the negative money messaging from her childhood had hit her for the very first time.

Ironically, her career led her to leading HR globally for her company and she was responsible for all the benefit programs including the 401(k) program. She made a point of educating and advocating employees on the importance of maximizing benefits.

In another irony, in a way, Bill’s losses helped to shape Stephanie’s wins. Unfortunately for him, he became a key cautionary tale within her journey. He was the catalyst to asking herself, “How do I become financially independent,” which set her on a path of making bold decisions and confident risk taking.

The 360

Later in her career, as she became more established in leadership roles, Stephanie participated in a 360 review, whereby she solicited feedback about her leadership and her work performance from her peers, subordinates and her boss.

This wasn’t an instance of asking a single question; it was a process consisting of a mix of questions; a holistic analysis of her personality and her leadership in the business (and thus in the world).

“Feedback is a gift,” she says of the process.


“Feedback is a gift.”

—Stephanie Cox



Interesting way of putting it. To be sure, we can strip the mysticism out of questions and just look at them as one of our options for communicating. As we know from exploring The Ask so deeply, questions can open the doors to sacred dimensions. Gift, indeed.

It was one question near the end of the 360 survey that drew in the most memorable answers. It was a free form section; the question went along the lines of “What more can Stephanie do to further herself?”

Here, an assortment of peers said that Stephanie had to show more teeth. They wanted to see more of her nasty side.

This feedback took her aback. Not everyone had said it, but enough people had for there to be a meaningful trend. The words she read were heavily dosed with wildlife metaphors:

“CLAWS.” “TEETH.” “ROAR.”

People needed to be more intimidated by her, they said. Stephanie was simply too nice.

This was a tough one to hear. She’d always been nice. She still is nice! Being nice is clearly important to her. Meanwhile, her company’s culture was defined by toughness. “I got along with those guys and was respected,” she said.

She fit in, in other words, but she wasn’t at their level when it came to the intimidation factor.

“When you hear she’s too nice, is that a female thing?” Stephanie wonders now. Naturally, a whole book could be written on that question alone.

More broadly, she did wonder if this had less to do with her than it did with her peers wanting her to conform to their own general modes of conduct which was not always welcomed by employees

“The company had a really strong culture,” she makes clear. “But my unique leadership style quite frankly allowed me to get really good results. People wanted to work on my team. It was such a compliment.”

She pondered the 360 feedback for a very long time. In a way, it went to the core of who she was. She wanted security. She desired empowerment. But she didn’t want to be anywhere near power in its more problematic incarnations. She hadn’t designed her life to become an overbearing general and achieve goals at the expense of others; she’d wanted a sense of meaning, purpose, and stability.

In the end, she realized that, yes indeed, she could “dial it up” (meaning bare her claws) in some situations. “You can still be challenging while also being respectful,” she explains.

Ultimately, though, she chose to remain true to who she was.

No matter how many people had echoed the same sentiments, she just couldn’t go into work radiating intensity.

She’s no longer with that company, but to this day, people still talk about her leadership style and how different and refreshing she was.

They also always mention that they wish she would have stayed.

To Stephanie, this feedback validates her choice. She learned that authenticity is always more sustainable than playing some role that others have assigned to you.

Notably, also, the claws are there; she just chooses to exercise control over them. Stephanie told me, “I’m a direct person. Every time I work with a person, I share that I’m direct. But I would not want to embarrass anyone. I wouldn’t reprimand anyone in public; I would do that in private.”

Today, Stephanie’s active on executive boards, and she does executive coaching. Her personal empowerment game is sky high, and more well intact than ever. It’s because her power is underscored by deep values and genuine discipline.

She wanted money in the bank: she made it happen her way. She wanted to excel and lead, and she made it happen her way. In the first instance, she asked herself a clear question to blaze the path. In the second instance, she asked the people around her what they thought. In the end, though, there are other people’s answers to our questions, and there are the ones that we hear from within.

Stephanie knew which answers had spoken louder.

The Asks

	What’s one way I can empower myself today?


	Who can I ask for guidance or support to take that step?




Who is Building Your Table with Juliana Garaizar

You don’t need permission. Build your own table, bring the chairs, and invite others to join.

Juliana Garaizar is my work sister, though when I met her, she was (there’s probably a better word for it…) my landlord. My office was at the newly opened Greentown Labs in Houston, a staple that Juliana built for energy entrepreneurs. When I found out it existed, I was in; I could scarcely imagine a better place to set up shop than my second-floor home, and my husband was thrilled, too! Juliana had launched and funded the space. I was honored to be a part of Greentown helping to open it, nurture the ecosystem, and build a relationship with one of Houston’s finest fundraisers and advocates for founders. I was honored to be a part of Greentown helping to open it, nurture the ecosystem and build a relationship with one of Houston’s finest.
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Juliana’s Ask is The Ask of so many empowered people: the one where we stop asking for permission and seeking external validation and start to take matters into our own hands. What sets her tale apart, however, is the role that was played by data when it came to her carving out her position.


“I wanted to be unapologetically me and do things a different way.”

—Juliana Garaizar



Juliana comes from the world of venture capital. For the first stretch of her career, she found herself asking for permission and trying to fit in, namely in spaces that were dominated by men. Increasingly, it occurred to her that the status quo was stubborn and in need of change. To make real change meant not letting the people who were accustomed to leading always continue to lead under all circumstances.

So much of loosening their grip meant not turning to them for permission anymore. Juliana says now, “I decided to move and shake the status quo…”

It didn’t happen overnight. For a while there, she was entrenched in an old, established system, trying to gain validation from it and within it. “When I was doing venture,” she explains, “I sought external approval and recognition to feel a sense of belonging.”

She makes it clear: “In that position, when you’re seeking approval, you feel that someone else can grant it to you.” She couldn’t ignore an opportunity to shift that narrative “I wanted to be unapologetically me and do things a different way.” Now here’s a woman who knows her worth.

Juliana and I, in those moments, became connected because we were both people pleasers. We wanted others to care as much as we did except that the reality is people don’t. At least the people we were surrounding ourselves with didn’t care. If they don’t have the conviction or courage you have, it’s time to check out of that circle and create your own where the people who care, abound and flourish.

Juliana and I met with my friend and mentor, former COO of Meta, Sheryl Sandberg earlier this year. Sheryl taught me to lean into my greatness in her first book, Lean In and she then taught me to lean into the sucky parts of life: loss, failure, and yes, the realization that you outgrow people. Having two of my work sisters in the same room was a powerful moment. You see, both earned their seats at the table because they didn’t wait to fit, they created their own table, brought in chairs, and empowered others to join.
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Katie Mehnert, Sheryl Sandberg, Juliana Garaizar and Katie DiClemente at Sesh Coworking in 2025.



Sheryl came to Houston on a learning journey, to discover how women were faring in the dawn of a new (old) political era of Trump. We took the opportunity to host a Houston-style party with the true builders in our city: people who knew their why and want to make a difference in its future as a global hub of innovation. Witnessing Juliana speak with Sheryl with confident passion and vision for Houston reminds me why I care to have Juliana in my orbit.

I remember thinking when I met Juliana how familiar everything felt. She was a mother of children, a boy and a girl, and someone with a passion to make a difference in the energy transition. I would come to learn that Juliana shared so many similar experiences. On the functional side, I call these “unstoppable breakthroughs.” On the dysfunctional side, I call them the “isms.”

If you’re reading this and having any emotion whatsoever—validation, humor, then you know what we’re talking about. Juliana and I had witnessed sexism, martyrism, narcissism, racism, and passive aggression. Many times, we and many others were left out. That doesn’t mean we didn’t matter. Quite the contrary we both learned that this was the opportunity we needed to lean in, as Sheryl teaches to create a new table of ideas, and people who care.

Juliana and I have both come to realize that dysfunctional people and situations are normal. Hell, we’ve both been dysfunctional messes also. It’s human. This is the journey we all take in life. We can take the good, bad and the ugly. The question is “Do you want to be the victim or the unstoppable force for your own good and the good of others?” So, are you leaning in to make things better, or staying where it’s safe, and likely dysfunctional?

Juliana and I grew our friendship, and I came to learn that people have dismissed us in such vile and inhumane ways: once for her, via email, and once for me by just a plain old escort to my car. Adding insult to injury, one removal for Juliana was accompanied by a news article in which her expertise and competence were questioned in anonymous quotes. The article had a superficial air of neutrality, but upon closer inspection, one couldn’t miss the fact that she was being trashed.

“I was upset, humiliated and betrayed,” Juliana recalls. While putting her piece together, the woman reporter called Juliana: “Do you have anything to say?”

For Juliana, it was an easy answer: “No.”

She explains to me now, “I didn’t want to fight the battle that way. I wanted to fight the battle by creating opportunities to change the system.”
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For me, I was trolled, harassed, and name called. The internet is a beautiful place for people who want to put good into the world. It’s also abusive. With social media, fake news, and dysfunctional people with access to a phone, words can damage a person in an instant.

Nonetheless, she persisted, and so did I. We decided we’d be in this together and found others along the way to bring with us to create this new table.

Data had always been Juliana’s specialty. And data could always be relied upon, for if it was good data, then it wasn’t lying it simply was what it was.

Data was what she reached for as she went into battle, because data is causal. It produces an outcome, and there’s just no debating data and facts. Bias has no chance, and it loses.

Nine years ago, Juliana had joined an investment platform called Portfolia. It’s in refreshing alignment with her values, as it exists to counterbalance the fact that women get under-invested in. Back when she joined, it wasn’t yet the force of nature that it is now, but as of this writing, Portfolia has activated more than two thousand investors, enhancing the position of a great many women and diverse entrepreneurs in the meantime. Juliana saw firsthand that investing doesn’t need to boil down to pure profit; it can also be an engine of progress and empowerment.

In her work with Portfolia, Juliana created a fund called Rising America, which centers on partnering investors with Black, brown, and LGBTQ+ businesses. It is among the top 2 percent of all funds created in 2020, a fact that simply doesn’t lie.

“I think data,” says Juliana, “is the best response to bias.”
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I would add that data conquers the “isms” in our world. Have you got some of this dysfunction in your orbit? Find a healthy outlet for your very valid emotions, let it go, and then prepare yourself to look very rationally at your situation. With the spirit of building your mental capacity, arm yourself with data. You’ll win every time, I promise.

Across much of Juliana’s venture career, if you asked the wrong question, you got belittled. She prefers spaces where there are no dumb questions. Portfolia is a space that fits the bill. Consistent with her core values, she makes sure that voices that are often buried by the status quo have a chance to be heard: In Houston, we have so much opportunity, it would be reckless to leave anyone behind.

“In many cases, the builders creating these new businesses and ways for us to flourish feel like they don’t belong, or they don’t have the network.” She helps to make sure that they have one now. In general, this means being welcoming, creating tables, and opening doors. It’s all about never asking for permission and creating your own table,” says Juliana.
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Juliana Garaizar, Kevin Taylor, and Katie host Secretary of Energy, Jennifer Granholm at Greentown Labs to meet with energy startups.



My dance card with Juliana grew stronger in 2022 when we decided to launch the first ever Houston Energy and Climate Week with a hive of builders.

It was the summer of 2023 when our frustrations grew. The entire Houston ecosystem was fighting a resistance—a much bigger, dysfunctional force that no one seemed to be winning. New leaders decided to shame some oil and gas companies that had funded or wanted to fund Houston’s energy transition. Wait. These were some people and companies who had resources for builders like me. It was as if that money, people, resources, and desire to be a part of the solution weren’t welcome.

For those of you who don’t know Houston, we are the capital of diversity, and we get things done. We’re a city more resilient than any. Our unstoppable “city of firsts” has put people on the moon, created Energy 1.0, pushed vaccines to market … I digress. This man was basically saying Houston wasn’t the solution.

Well, that’s when Juliana said, “It’s time to build a bigger table.”

Ever feel like you’re being put on a ledge and just want out? Maybe you feel that right now. It’s a sucky place to be. Here’s the thing. We know that this is not the place for you to bring your greatness. It’s a place to move from to build what’s next. As builders, we’re a resilient bunch. We don’t stop until we have exhausted every question and pursued every path to do what God put us here to do.

When Juliana joined me in launching the first ever Houston Energy and Climate Week, we vowed to the former Mayor of Houston and longtime climate advocate, Sylvester Turner, that we’d focus on building the biggest and best rodeo ever. “Let’s make it bigger than New York,” he said.

As you can imagine when Hurricane Harvey happened, I was vocal about the federal, state and local response. It was painfully slow. On the first anniversary of Harvey, Mayor Turner reached out to enlist my help to bring industry and the community together on climate change. He asked. And I said yes.
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Mayor Sylvester Turner at Katie Mehnert’s home in West Houston, September 1, 2018.



So, the journey to change started at the very place I lost faith in everything: on my front lawn. Houston’s response accelerated during the pandemic when the industry began embracing its role in climate change by supporting Greentown Labs and building the ION District. Mayor Turner’s Climate Action Plan became the catalyst for transformation.

Juliana and I immediately bonded and got moving on this work in search of other builders. We engaged with government officials, media, founders, corporate executives, academics, and the wider community in space, medicine, and beyond. We connected with cities across America and Europe to forge partnerships and broker key relationships. And it was through this we learned how to develop the courage to ask.

Remember the epic trip to ring the bell at the NYSE in 2023? It wasn’t just to stand on a podium. After doing exhaustive reviews of climate weeks and our ecosystem, we intentionally assembled a diverse delegation to go to New York together. Ringing the bell was to demonstrate Houston can be the leader of the future. However, the real work is the grueling marathon that will require the biggest and most diverse table of builders working for a common goal.

To assure Houston Energy and Climate Week was sustainable, Juliana, myself, Lindsay Roe and a whole army of volunteers formed the nonprofit Allies in Energy. We named it after the team that ran the marathon. Our aim is to foster energy and climate literacy with united action. The time to come together is now. The world is counting on Houston, and we need to put aside our differences and leverage them to build solutions.

A powerful and unifying concept emerged along the way during this journey: Houston does hard. things. That became the inaugural theme to the first week in 2024. Sadly, former Mayor Sylvester Turner passed away in March of this year. As promised, this work will continue to grow and become the uniting force across Houston, America, and the world.

So, as far as Juliana Garaizar is concerned, letting the results of one’s performance speak for themselves is the ultimate answer to the dysfunctional mess that tries to suck you in. When we can, we should “speak the truth on behalf of those who are too vulnerable to.” I knew after building HECW with Juliana, that we were destined to be two unstoppable forces and best friends.

When people approach Juliana her for career advice, she says to them, “We have more power than what we think we have.” That is what is very important. In general, you don’t need money to change the world. You need a vision that others can rally around and the guts to be an unstoppable force and GSD. You also need to be unafraid to take up space and help others. That’s how you change the system.

In the week when I spoke to her about the idea for this book, Juliana was being honored with a special award for Investor of the Year. It was presented to her at the exact same location where she had once run a venture fund that didn’t give her a chance to lead.
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Juliana Garaizar takes home the Innovation Map’s Investor of the Year Award.



That turning point was six years ago, back in 2019. One door had closed, but since then, many others have opened. They got opened by grit. They got opened by resilience.

They also got kicked open by good clean data.

“That fueled me,” Juliana says, looking back, “to take matters into my own hands and build our own table to show the world I’m an unstoppable force.”

Juliana and I want you to know, you are too. You must ASK yourself what you want to be and run hard to find it before your time is up. Let go of the “ism” in your head and heart and manifest your legacy.

Lean in and build the table for yourself and others.
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Lindsay Roe, Allies in Energy President with Houston Energy & Climate Week co-founders Juliana Garaizar and Katie Mehnert being interviewed on KHOU 11.



The Asks

	What table do I need to build to create the future I see?


	Who will I invite to join me, and how will I empower them to thrive?




Ask the Vulnerable Question with Judaline Cassidy

Vulnerability isn’t weakness—it’s the courage to ask the questions that matter most.

You know how when you’re in a classroom environment, most of the students there are cooperative and well-behaved, but you always have those two bozos in the back of the class who act up and laugh the whole time?

Well, those two bozos aren’t quite me and Judaline Cassidy, but I do remember us gravitating toward each other during a Lean In conferences on account of our mutual spunk, craziness, and spending a lot of time together laughing.

Judaline’s not just eccentric, she’s also ignited and unique, as well. A plumber by trade, Judaline also runs a nonprofit called Tools & Tiaras. As its name might imply, T & T exists to help usher girls and young women into the trade professions. They host free monthly workshops for girls aged six through fourteen, giving them the chance to learn about plumbing, carpentry, welding, and automotive work. Since girls and women usually don’t gravitate toward these professions, they miss out on the strong wages and union protection that they stand to offer.

Not Judaline. She is the epitome of strength. Day in and day out, you can find her up in those towering Manhattan high-rises, attending to a variety of plumbing issues. She’s been in the game for thirty years now and isn’t showing any signs of slowing down.

At T & T, says Judaline, they give the girl participants “confidence, independence, and power.” All things their leader is well-qualified to provide.

Interestingly, amid her work in a male-dominated profession, Judaline found herself facing a male-oriented problem.

She had trouble being vulnerable.

More specifically, she had something that she needed, but to get it, she’d have to make a very vulnerable request…
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Judaline Cassidy, Plumber speaks to a sold out audience in Houston.



At the time, Tools & Tiaras was still an idea in her mind. She’d grown all too accustomed to being the only woman on-site during plumbing jobs and plumber-oriented gatherings. She saw no reason why this couldn’t change. After all, she is living proof that women can do the job just as well as men, if not better.

So, she hatched her idea. She punched a search into Google: “How to start a nonprofit.”

That is how she began.

The year was 2017. Judaline decided to raise funds for T & T using a crowdfunding platform called Women You Should Fund. She is a very cart-before-the-horse kind of person; when she has a plan, she tends to set it into motion, then catch up with all the little details as she goes.

In this case, the plan was to launch her nonprofit by way of hosting a camp. During their camping experience, the girl campers would gain knowledge of the trades. She even already had campers’ parents booking reservations. That was all well and good, but what she didn’t have was the money to set the camp into motion…

Women You Should Fund was a pretty good tool, but the catch was, it was all or nothing. Meaning, she had to raise the full amount of her campaign, or she’d get nothing.

The goal was $25,000. She figured it was doable; she’d seen other people crowdfund with success.

The missing ingredient, when she started off, was a confident ask.
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Judaline is not somebody who lacks for confidence. Where there’s confidence, there can also be pride. Alas, she felt a little proud about putting herself and her campaign out there.

The days ticked by. The campaign was getting nowhere. With the deadline looming, it seemed inevitable that she’d not only crash and burn, but she’d do so publicly, which made her feel doubly pressed.

Judaline is West Indian. She grew up in the Caribbean. “The way we grew up,” she explains, “mothers, fathers, grandparents don’t say they love us.”

The culture is more steeped in “stuffing everything down.” If you’re angry, or sad, or wanting to cry, you’re likely to hear “What you are crying for?” from a grown-up.

In the meantime, Judaline grew up without a mother or father. From the time when she was a few months old, her great-grandmother raised her. She had brothers and sisters but didn’t grow up with them. “For some reason,” Judaline shares, “my mother raised my siblings but not me…”

It’s a mystery at the center of her life. She can only speculate as to her mother’s motives. “That’s just how she was!” she declares now with some lightness, but she doesn’t shy away from admitting that it was painful.

Her mother was a very successful entrepreneur. She sold fruits and vegetables to various markets, and in time opened a market-like space of her own. She was very dynamic and involved; people in the community knew her and enjoyed interacting with her. She was also, in Judaline’s words, “stunningly beautiful.” Judaline grew up in the same neighborhood where her mom lived, but when she saw her mom, the woman wouldn’t talk to her.

Living with her great-grandmother, Judaline was very poor. However, she also knew that she was loved. The message didn’t come across in sentimental words, but her great grandma would say things to her like “I trust you; trust yourself” and “Make sure you finish school and become something.”

That got the message across.

When she finished her high school equivalency courses in Trinidad, Judaline’s great-grandmother passed away. She was still young and without a caregiver. She had to find her own steel and make her own way in the world (“steel” being a fitting word given her eventual commitment to the trades).

“That’s why I’m successful,” Judaline says of her mother’s abandonment. “It harmed me, but it also made me who I am.”

Years later, she came to America. In time, she was getting ready to become a mom herself. Seeking a natural connection with her own mom, Judaline wrote her a letter.

Her mom never wrote back.

Judaline has had to make her peace with the fact that she will never understand her mother’s motives. She is heartened by the fact that she emulated her mom’s success but not her other traits. “I learned to hug in America,” she says. “Now I’m the world’s biggest hugger.”

Although her mom’s behavior remains hard to interpret, there is a clue in the fact that she handed Judaline over to her great-grandmother.

For her great-grandmother raised her mother, too.
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So, there she was in New York City, in 2017, seeing her Tools & Tiaras campaign heading toward failure.

Judaline broke down crying. It wasn’t easy, but she decided to write a Facebook post to spur more action in the crowdfund. She wrote (I paraphrase): “I’m a superwoman. Every day, I improve people’s lives through plumbing. Now, I am asking you to help me help other girls and women become superwomen…”

She explains to me now, “God and the universe told me to do this.” It seemed to go against the core of her character. She’d always been so independent that asking for help was like a violation of her deepest code.

On the other hand, the mission of helping others meant so much to her. It meant enough to her that she was willing to—for the first time—stand vulnerable before the world, asking people for help.

“I had seen myself as a person who’s always doing for everybody,” she says. Now the shoe was on the other foot, and she had no clue if anyone would do anything for her.

She at last clicked “POST.” She walked away from Facebook. Her belief in God and her trust in the universe helped to power her through. All day long, she cried and prayed. “Tears are very healing,” she notes.

She certainly didn’t want to fail, but at least letting out the emotion allowed her to feel a measure of comfort about the prospect of doing so.

Soon she left her apartment. She’d made the post in the morning. There was an LGBTQ pride parade in New York, and Judaline was meeting up with some friends there to show support. That part of her day was more routine for her: showing up and supporting others. What was happening in the background—the post and the crowdfund—had her feeling like she’d stepped into some other universe.

She was at the parade, amid the sounds, the music, and the swirling colors, when a woman friend of hers approached her. The woman’s aura was ringing with excitement.

“YOU MADE YOUR GOAL!” She exclaimed.

Judaline blinked. She couldn’t believe it. The parade had so much power and energy, but in that moment, it seemed like the energy in her body was the only kind that existed.

“God is in control,” she says now. “I like to be obedient. That [post] didn’t come from me. I listened. God told me to be vulnerable and make the post. I just knew that I had to be obedient. God’s always talking to you; it’s about knowing when to listen…”

Plain and simple, she concludes, “If I did not ask, I wouldn’t have made it.”

It might seem simple from the outside, but for Judaline, it was a mind-blowing experience. Tools & Tiaras launched its camp, and the nonprofit has run strong now for the past eight years. Part of running a nonprofit is consistently asking for donations, and as time’s gone by, Judaline has become more adept at it.

Besides, it’s not for her, it’s for the young girls.

And on another level, it’s for her own young girl…

“I have a daughter,” Judaline says with pride.

She’s in the trades, like her mother. She is a sheet metal worker.

Sometimes women, like I said, are made of steel.

The Asks:

	What’s one vulnerable question I’ve been afraid to ask myself?


	How can asking open the door to deeper connection or growth?




If Not Me, Who? If Not Now, When? With Lamé Verre

The future is built by those who dare to act.

I met Lamé Verre, the change-maker, when she was working at Halliburton, an early client of mine. This is a woman whose passion goes into her Lean In work, but whose day job involves decarbonizing and achieving a net zero world. In other words, even her day job is an offshoot of her main passion.

She’s over in England, though she’s spent a couple years living in Houston and Italy in the past. It was in the middle of the pandemic when Lamé had her lightning bolt moment. December 2020, to be exact…

The U.S. economy was deeply cratered. Among the 184,000 jobs that were lost that month, high amounts of losses were being taken among women, mostly Black and Latina women. That was when the impulse to act hit Lamé. Along with the two questions at the heart of the Lean in movement: “What would you do if you are not afraid?” and “If not me, then who? If not now, then when?”

Lamé, who is Nigerian, felt a natural kinship with the pool of women who were being disproportionately impacted by the pandemic. She wanted to be a positive part of the solution, not just stay in lockdown and moan about the problem.

Since she’d already been active in Lean In, she launched a division aimed specifically at equity and sustainability. It’s now almost five years later, and they’re building thousands of online followers and leaving a tangible imprint.

“I’ve always been an advocate. I’ve always been the voice of the underdog,” Lamé says. In the oil and gas sector, she was a standout “only”: only woman in the room, only person of color. “I didn’t worry about it; it didn’t bother me,” she says.

When she widened the aperture and looked at others who were like her, she became concerned…

“There was no, what I call, the proverbial arms around all these people.” A lot of organizations poured support into new graduates and senior leaders. “There was really nothing for women in the middle. It was almost like they were invisible.”

She looked at these companies and thought to herself, “You have a leak in your talent pipeline.”
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The goal was to keep women in the pipeline and give them a fighting chance at attaining senior roles.

“The world is not an equal playing field,” says Lamé. Her Lean In platform therefore seeks to democratize access to information and opportunities for women in male-dominated sectors.

When she looks at how the powerful are networked, she sees how they (actively or passively) leave out room for underrepresented groups. The underrepresented don’t travel in their circles, don’t show up to socialize at their clubs.

Lamé explains, “A platform like ours is really about breaking down those barriers, expanding the access, and letting people have the power of choice.”

She notes that the U.S. and the U.K. have similar issues with systemic racism and sexism, although in the U.S. it’s more overt and in the U.K. it’s more covert: “Our history in the UK was never in-country; it was in the colonies.”

Still, the marginalization goes on, even if it’s wrapped up in politer dressings.

Meanwhile, Lamé consistently hears active leaders sounding the refrain that they would love to welcome women of color into their talent pool, but they just don’t know where to find them.

That’s why she decided to launch the Pan-Africa Female Leaders in Energy Power List, which is now in its fifth cohort.
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Sheryl Sandberg and Lame’ Verre at the Lean In Leaders conference.
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Lame did so in alliance with Lean In and a major conference organizer, AOW Energy. They listed fifty women leaders in the energy space. She kept hearing, “We can’t find female talent; we can’t find Black talent…”

So, in a way, creating the list was a test: “Let’s see if we can find them…” Lamé smiles.

Each cohort has fifty women across the continent shaping the African Energy Agenda and Landscape. The list now has two hundred women, from Ministers and Commissioners to SVPs and Managers, from the public, private, and third sectors. They are now on the fifth list, slated for later in 2025.

“You take away the excuse,” she smiles. Nowadays, when people tell her they can’t find the talent she’s been advocating for, she’s all too happy to send them a PDF.
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“We believe that representation matters,” says Lamé, “because you cannot be what you cannot see.”

Accordingly, she upholds women of color in the energy space as much as possible, to inspire up-and-coming generations of leaders from similar backgrounds.

Her group does even more than publish power lists: they create a space where people can practice skills and even test-launch projects to see how they’ll go over in a safe, supportive environment. “It’s a really good training ground that we’ve built with the platform,” she shares.

Also critical is the general resource of peer-to-peer support, or what Lamé calls “building a scaffold of support around people.”

She gives a metaphor involving ladders. Time and time again, we hear about people in the business world pulling other people up “the ladder.” As far as she’s concerned, a ladder is too narrow. People can fall off a ladder. So, she prefers to think in terms of scaffolding.

That way it’s much harder to fall and much easier to pull someone else up.
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I asked her if she’s seeing things change. She took a moment on that one. Her answer is: “If I’m being brutally honest, I don’t think anything has changed. They always say, ‘The more things change, the more they stay the same.’ Things sort of go underground. It’s either been driven underground or there’s more pretense around it.”

In her view, the systemic structures have not shifted. She’s seeing more diversity, but not in the context of truly inclusive environments. It’s as though the diversity is ornamental, there for display. Therefore, in her words, it can “survive but not thrive.” It’s been inputted but not saved to the hard drive.

So how does someone rebuild a system?

Lamé doesn’t miss a beat. She first says it all comes down to “redefining what leadership looks like.” Citing the show “Mad Men,” she says, “Don’t measure it against the 1950s Don Draper style.”

People communicate differently. Some groups have not been brought up to be vocal. Some qualified leaders are introverts. Lame explains that re-framing the sheer concept of leadership is a good starting point for shifting systems and deeply altering company cultures.

She looks at the current crop of CEOs: “Many of them are narcissists. You never hear about the quiet, kind leader.”

Meanwhile, there’s all these preconceptions about men leaders and women leaders and what each group looks like. She doesn’t think there needs to be a gender-oriented breakdown. Her hope is to come a collective understanding by which we say, “This is what leadership looks like, full stop.”

Until that time comes, women will continue dealing with a distinct set of standards and reactions when they occupy leadership positions. Notably, they will be more judged for what they wear. As a result, many women leaders, namely in politics, might start to play down their clothing so the content of their messaging can come through.

“There’s all this extra judgment that women just face in male-dominated spaces,” she says. “But if you judge a fish by its ability to fly, it won’t be a good fish. You have to judge it by its ability to swim…”

Time and time again, though, Lamé sees people adjusting to fit themselves into their companies’ cultures. She doesn’t deem it necessary, at least not if they’re getting the job done. In her view, there needs to be more space for actual diversity, not just at the level of optics, but at the level of sensibility and personality. If we had such space, we could develop a view of leadership that applies to all kinds of people…

Asked for some gender-neutral leadership traits, Lamé is quick to rifle off a few: “Empathy. Care. Role modeling in terms of doing what you say you will. Your say and your do should be the same. Transparency. Consistency. Being kind. Be human first. Treat those who work for you like human beings. Treat them like assets rather than liabilities.”

Then she took a moment. Having offered all that, she also added a big one: “Competence,” she said with a laugh. I started laughing, too. Like, right! That always helps.

“Let’s start with competence,” Lamé said, surprised it had shown up so late in the list.

Just the same, it’s a wonderful idea. Starting with competence. It’s underutilized.

It’s exactly what Lamé Verre did when she heard the call.

The Asks

	What’s one bold action I have been putting off?


	How can I step into the role of change-maker today?




Ask What We Don’t See or Know with Dr. Paul G. Stoltz

Curiosity is the key to uncovering the unseen and understanding the unknown.

I could go on and on about Dr. Paul G. Stoltz, and everything I said would be sky-high positive. Rather than do that, let me just cut past the courtesies and usher us toward examples of Paul in action. Flat out: Paul is a titan in the realm of asking. The art of asking, the science of asking, the philosophy of asking, the spirituality of asking—Paul has got a ton of it figured out, and to the extent that he’s missing any of the picture, he is on a sincere, mythic, lifelong quest to fill in the blanks.

Here are three examples to illustrate what I mean:

“What Are You Afraid Of?”

Let’s go back a few decades (we won’t specify how many!). Paul was a young new professor on campus at Northern Arizona University. He was pioneering a hot new leadership program. It was something different for the school, and he was viewed as something of a rock star there.

When we go into new environments, we sort of naturally and automatically gravitate toward our peers. In Paul’s case, his main peer was a young woman named Ronda. She was a fellow professor, also new to the campus, and in Paul’s view, “amazing.”

They planned a friendly lunch together at a Chinese joint. Paul asked her how everything was going. What was instantly notable about Ronda was how positive she was. On the other hand, as Paul listened to her speak, he noticed her skating along the surface. For the most part, she talked about her job, complete with its day-to-day logistics and objectives. In between, she hinted at some serious troubles and concerns, perhaps involving her family.

“I’ve always been a Get Underneath guy…” Paul explains.

She was bubbly. She was positive. She was presenting herself as strong, centered, capable.

After she gave Paul the upload of her situation, he gave her a long pause in return.

Then he looked at her and asked, “What are you afraid of?”

Then and there, at the restaurant, she started to weep.
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At that point, everything came pouring out of her. What she’d previously hinted at became the center of the discussion. Before long, the check came. They booked another lunch.

That second lunch lasted three hours.

Following the second lunch, Paul poured his heart out in return. He wrote a ten-page, single-spaced, typewritten letter and slid it under her office door. In return, she put a fun Hallmark card under his door.

Less than a year later, the two of them were married.

They have been husband and wife for thirty-five years.
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Paul calls this “zapping.” The specific question in this case is less important than what the question did. Don’t get me wrong: the question “What are you afraid of?” is a great one. It’s big and daunting. Most everyone on Earth has got a strong answer to that one, if only they’re brave enough to face it.

Meanwhile, as Paul’s explained to me, the zapping method consists of asking someone a question that makes them stop in their tracks—like they’ve been zapped. Notably, at that first lunch, Paul wasn’t dealing in some underhanded “method”; he was trying to get to know somebody. We shouldn’t make the mistake of seeing questions as underhanded or overly strategic; Paul would be the first person to frame them as communication tools.

To say the least.
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As we’ll soon come to see, Paul is an expert zapper. It’s as though he’s allergic to surface conversations. Like he said, he’s a Get Underneath guy, but he doesn’t just stop when he gets there.

He also excavates jewels and brings them back up to the surface.

Head vs. Heart

Later in his career, after he’d left academia behind, Paul was coaching a high-powered CEO. His client was supremely successful, highly skilled, and intensely articulate. Paul detected no shortage of testosterone in this guy’s bloodstream. To hear him talk was to hear about goals, metrics, benchmarks, and objectives.

The only problem was, at the juncture when this story takes place, the guy’s company wasn’t making its numbers. This wasn’t some mild, noticeable shortfall; this was an existential threat.


“Given that you’re as good as anyone I’ve ever seen at expressing your head, how about expressing your heart?”

Dr. Paul G. Stoltz



The crisis wasn’t the CEO’s fault. External circumstances were pressing on them, namely the state of the global economy.

The following day, the CEO had a rally-the-troops speech coming up. True to form, he’d already prepared a draft. Paul sat down with him, saying, “Can you show it to me?”

The draft was, like everything else about the guy, professional. Well laid out. Well thought out. Organized. Impressive.

Paul had every confidence that it would be effective, at least to some meaningful degree.

It wasn’t enough. Not when the existence of the company itself was coming into question.

Paul chose his words carefully. He asked the CEO, “OK, given that you’re as good as anyone I’ve ever seen at expressing your head, how about expressing your heart?”

The client looked at him.

Paul went in deeper: “What if your doctor had told you that you were terminal, and you had one last shot at communicating with your workers?

“What haven’t you said that needs to be said?”

The CEO took in the question. Quietly, subtly, it was as though the ceiling had cracked open and let in a white-hot lightning bolt.

He looked at Paul and said, “I love them.”

Paul blinked. Had he had the time to write down a list of every conceivable answer he might have expected at that moment. The words “I love them” would have never crossed his mind.

After he managed to collect himself, he asked his client, “Can you say that again…?”

The CEO started crying. He said it again:

“I love them.”
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He’d never said those words before. Not to Paul, not to himself, and certainly not to his staff.

Paul counseled him gently. He asked, “Why wait until you’re gonna die to let this out…?”

The man gave a terse nod and said he wouldn’t.

The next day, the CEO went before his people. Mind you, they all knew the same guy who Paul did.

So, nobody in heaven or on Earth was expecting it when he said that he loved them.

Per Paul’s urging, that’s what he did.

There wasn’t a dry eye in the room.

“It was extraordinary,” Paul says now. He adds, “I tip my hat to him for having the courage to bring it in that way. Since then, he’s never been the same.”
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I love this story because it doesn’t just recount the transformation of an individual. In a clear way, it also shows the extent of our ability to transform our reality…

The CEO was a powerhouse, but he was caught in his head. It was mind-mind-mind, all day long. His mind had gotten him far, but it wasn’t enough—not when a crisis had come knocking on his door.

Paul diagnosed the problem. Simply stated, there was an opportunity to go deeper. The cool thing was, upon going deeper, the CEO wasn’t just taking a little solo journey.

He was able to take his entire company with him.

As a result, the company’s culture changed. Maybe the CEO didn’t walk in there every single day and tell people that he loved them, but on that day, he established that there was room for such a thing.

By adding room, he grew the essence of the organization.

Let’s backtrack for a moment. Let’s focus not on the outcome of Paul’s question, but on Paul’s actual question.

Because the story behind that one is another keeper…

“What Haven’t You Said That Needs to Be Said?”

Paul gives credit where credit is due on that one. Even our mentors have mentors, after all…

Back in Paul’s early days as a professor, at the University of Minnesota, the big man on campus was a gentleman named Dr. William Howell. They’d nicknamed him The Great White Buffalo, mainly on account of his prominent shock of white hair. He had big ears, too. He was a big man overall, both physically and energetically.

The sage, weathered, emeritus professor Dr. Howell was well-versed in the Tavistock method out of England, which closely studies how humans form and cultivate interpersonal relationships. His lectures had an air of legend about them. Paul just knew he had to attend one…

It was a doctoral-level seminar. The room was designed so the students would assemble in a circle. When Paul walked in, everybody was talking.

Until The Great White Buffalo appeared…

The room quieted down. Quietly, serenely, the old man took a seat.

He trained his gaze on the middle of the room. Without any formalities or introductions, he said, “What needs to be said?”

That was it. Five simple words, only not simple at all.

Right away, the room got talking. Flowing. Thinking. Considering. Reflecting. Digging. Exploding.

All from just that one question.

The notable derivative—” What hasn’t been said that needs to be said?”—was Dr. Howell’s handy backup. For once you’ve waded into what needs to be said, the most precise way to dig deeper is to zero in on whatever has been left out.

“I’ve used it a thousand times since,” Paul said to me. Can you imagine how powerfully it can work in a team environment? And can you imagine the reaction I got when I offered that question to the entire US Olympic and Paralympic coaching staff? “Can you imagine, the toughest-ass jocks you’ve ever seen, and hearing that what comes out is so beautiful and so deep? Can’t you just imagine how it tends to be transformational?”

Paul generally allows thirty minutes for the exercise, even though theoretically one could allow a lifetime.
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Why?

Of what import are such questions to elite athletes who are about to go out there and compete using their bodies? As Paul says, allowing half an hour gives people room to breathe and get fully centered.

Fair enough. But how does this happen?

In my interpretation, it’s all about ventilation. It’s about unlocking our default modes and relaxing into a deeper truth. In other words, day by day, we exist in a certain frame of consciousness. Over time, the frame shifts, but only very slowly. In general, we go about our lives thinking the same kinds of thoughts again: booting up the same memories, ruminating on the same old problems. As life goes on, new thought forms and challenges—of course—come into play, but our core grid has a habit of getting locked.

Suppose someone comes along and asks, “What needs to be said?”
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Dr. Paul Stoltz asking, 1“What needs to be said?



There are two noteworthy functional components within that sentence. The most tangible part is “to be said.” The question is encouraging us to speak, to express ourselves. Equally important is the sentence’s second word:

“Needs.”

This signals urgency. It indicates importance. Dr. Paul, by way of Dr. Howell, isn’t asking what we want to say; he’s asking what we need to say. He’s not framing it as specific to us; he’s framing it as specific to the world.

“What needs to be said?”

What words, which until now been unspoken, should be graced with the honor of speech?

When we finally say what needs to be said, we’re unlocking our stubborn grid. We’re stepping outside the day-to-day programming and patterns. We’re burrowing down to fundamentals. What’s the core truth? What represents the pulsating heart of not just our own local consciousness, but of humanity’s global consciousness?

All kinds of answers come to the fore. In a very real way, the answers represent the nature of the ones doing the answering. A frivolous or silly answer might represent an unserious, repressed, or avoidant mind. If one respects and aligns to the spirit of the question, one is not inclined to be frivolous or silly.
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Let’s go back to my hospital experience—my emergency from 2024…

So much was happening during that incident. The most palpable aspect was the physical pain. Beyond that, there was no shortage of primal fear. Yet within all the above, as we now well know, there was also something else:

A book.

The one you’re holding in your hands.

Why? Why a book? The truth is, fundamentally, that the experience itself had asked me a Dr. Paul-style question.

When you come that close to death, your life becomes simple. You become aware of the purity of your essence, your purpose, in a way that you never have before.

It’s almost like the emergency was asking me, “Katie, what needs to be said?”

Time is finite. It runs out. Life comes to an end.

Before it does, the greatest gift you can grant yourself is clarity. One of the most powerful ways to get to clarity is to liberate what needs to be said.

Beyond that, once that impulse has been satisfied, we can go deeper, getting at what hasn’t been said that needs to be said.

The beautiful thing about this process is that unlike time, it’s not finite. It’s infinite.

The search for who we are can go on forever.

Taking The Long View

“How amazing would it be if I could, like I truly hope, spend the rest of my life mastering this?” Paul asked of me, after having already spent decades doing exactly that.

I always “accuse” (his word) Paul of asking the best questions. He’s a connoisseur in this regard. New questions excite him. He collects them like rare treasures, marveling over the discovery of each one when it occurs.

One he cited recently pertains to business. If you’re consulting a client on a big decision, you can say to them, “If you go ahead and do this, a year from now what would things look like?”

You could go deeper on that one, as well, asking, “If you decided not to do this, what would the cost be to your company?” He credits his dear friend and colleague, Kurt Friedmann, a master of inquiry in his own right, with those gems.

Like the other questions examined above, these carry a transcendental quality. They bring us up beyond basics, beyond mere pros and cons. Usually, when weighing a decision, we get deep in the weeds trying to imagine what might happen because of our action (or inaction). By framing things far in the future tense—a year from now—we get some valuable mental breathing room. We can conceptualize the long view. Within that is not just increased perspective, but also a spirit of optimism, as it presumes. We’ll have ample time to work with (a refreshing alternative to today’s prevailing mentality, in which attention spans are short and we often seem to only have today).
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“Isn’t it fair to say, that people could definitely describe me as weird?” Paul asked me. “Since, ever since I was a kid, always obsessed with getting at what’s underneath, what’s more important or powerful than a question?”

He remembers being, say, twelve years old, and being incapable of making small talk with the girls his age. It wasn’t because he was too shy; it was the opposite. For Paul, the talk had to be big to mean anything at all. He’d look at his peers out in the schoolyard and ask them, “What’s really going on?”

Nowadays, “Dr. Paul” runs the global research and consulting firm he founded called PEAK Learning, Inc., which has been running strong and growing its impact for thirty-eight years. He and his global team are the world’s leaders at measuring and strengthening people’s resilience, or AQ® (Adversity Quotient) and GRIT®. Every single tool they provide to their diverse participants and clients consists entirely of questions.

Dr. Paul cites his experiences teaching at Harvard Business School, MIT, Stanford, Princeton, INSEAD, etc., as well as a member of the prestigious Harvard Business School Board of Business Mentors as among the most potent opportunities to use inquiry—the power of the question—to spark insight, decision, and action.

Moreover, Paul once gave a TED Talk, eighteen minutes in length, wherein every single sentence, from beginning to end, was a question. One of a kind. “And can you imagine the stupefied look on their faces when I revealed that it was 100 percent nothing but questions?!” Paul asked. Meaning, while it was unfolding, the audience didn’t consciously detect that every single sentence was being capped off by a question mark.

That is, till he got near the end and signaled them, asking them to ponder “What if you could deliver an entire message, one like this, in nothing but questions? And what if you could do it in a way that no one knew? And isn’t precisely what just happened over the past eighteen minutes? What questions do you need to be asking, starting now?”

“Isn’t honoring someone just about one of the deepest gifts we can give them?” Dr. Paul asked. “And can you think of any better way and deeper way to do so than to simply ask?”

Going a step further, he asks, “What honors you more? Me telling you something or me asking you something?”

That’s not to say that Paul came into the world as a Natural Born Asker. The same way he’s gone about collecting powerful questions, he at one point received a wake-up call about the value of asking versus the value of telling…

“What The Hell Can You Tell Us About Leadership?”

Paul was twenty-five years old, and teaching leadership courses at Honeywell while working as an intern in their graduate program.

Paul says now that he had not in any way earned the right to have been doing this; not the internship part, the teaching-leadership part. He was too young, too green.

One day, one of the students spoke up and told him that to his face…

Paul was and long has been a very skilled speaker. In fact, at the time, he was even teaching public speaking, alongside leadership. Although the form of his speech was impressive, the substance of it needed a hard reset.

“Good morning, everyone,” he said to the leadership class, “I’m Paul Stoltz, and I’m here to teach you about high-performance leadership…”

Notably, he was instructing actual long-tenured leaders from across the company. This made him stand out, being only twenty-five. In the meantime, Paul describes Honeywell as the epitome of the Midwestern sensibility. The students almost uniformly wore hush puppies. They weren’t exactly the cool kids, either; a lot of them had pens and pocket protectors stuffed in their shirts.

Before he even had a chance to begin the class, a guy named Fred Swanger stood up. They called him Swang. In his own way, he stood out as much as Paul, but whereas Paul stood out because he was young and green, Swang stood out because he was clad in biker leathers!

“Who are you?” Swang asked Paul.

“Well, I’m Paul Stoltz. I—”

“No, no, no—who are you??”

This inquiry elicited a collective pause.

Swang went on, “Hey, kid. Most of us have been working here longer than you’ve been alive. Let’s get real. What the hell can you tell us about leadership?”

Wow. Talk about some powerful questions!

Paul took a moment. He’d never been put on the spot like that before. If he let it linger for too long, he’d be eaten alive. Fortunately, his brain clicked into what he now says was “survival mode.”

“So… Fred,” Paul said. “Is it fair to say, given what you’ve pointed out about how long you all have been working here, that there is an almost unmatched level of years of experience in this room?”

Swang thought about it. Then said, “That would be fair.”

“And if I could somehow find a way to extract that wisdom for all of us here in this room, would that be a good thing?”

“…I suppose it would.”

“Well, what if I told you that’s exactly what I’m here to do, nothing more, nothing less?”

Phew, that was all it took. The room (namely Fred!) relaxed. Paul was able to start teaching, not exactly as he had planned, but not too far afield of it, either.

The key was to stop telling and start asking.

Then and there, courtesy of Swang, the lesson had hit him right between the eyes.

Sometimes teachers require lessons of their own.

Sometimes to get them there, somebody (however impolite or boorish) has to stand up and ask a couple questions of their own.

“What’s Really Going On?”

“Don’t I have to be able to look past whatever doesn’t immediately appeal to me, and see the highest part of you?” Paul shares. By “you,” he means anyone and everyone in the entire human race.

“By asking you, don’t I honor you, and by doing so, don’t I bring out your highest self?”

“Don’t you think, like I do, that it’s what we’ve been put here to do?”

Not all asking honors people, though. Not all asking brings out the highest part of people. As far as Paul is concerned, it at least provides the preconditions for that to happen.

Time and time again, in team meetings, rather than spouting off about what he thinks should happen, he asks, “What do you guys think?”

In asking that, he’s honoring the others in the room. He’s essentially saying: “Hey, you guys know some things! And those things are valuable.”

No mere chapter could summarize all the many forms of questions that Paul holds dear. So, before we finished discussing the topic, I asked him what he thinks makes for a good question…

He had to think about that one.

Finally, he asked, “Don’t you think one kind of good question is one that has the potential to penetrate to the deepest truth?”

He went on to explain how he grew up in Minnesota. Up there, there’s a cultural trope called “Minnesota Nice.” It refers to how people there can coast along the surface. “It’s very sweet,” Paul says, “but there’s no substance.”

If you ask the people there what’s going on, you have a high probability of getting the usual low-calorie catch-up.

So, Paul’s developed a habit with which to counter all the small talk. It goes hand in hand with how he’d address girls back in sixth grade, or how he addressed his wife before they went on to fall in love.

He’ll look at people, smiling pleasantly, and say to them, “OK… What’s really going on?”

Then, with a smile on his face, he waits.

The Asks


	What am I thinking that I need to be writing or saying?


	What’s one blind spot I need to explore?


	Who can I ask to help me see what I’m missing?




Say Yes to Coffee with Natalie Valentine


“Sometimes, the smallest yes can lead to the biggest opportunities.”

—Natalie Valentine



When my company presented Natalie Valentine with its annual GRIT Award, we were recognizing her for her professional achievements, but we really didn’t have any idea how much grit was there…

When I sat down with Natalie to talk about this book, I learned a lot about resilience, connecting with others, and just plain fitting in.
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Before she tells her story, she shares that it “reshaped my understanding of asking, connecting, and reclaiming agency…”

The year was 2015. The energy industry had taken a downturn. Suddenly, people whom Natalie had considered part of her work tribe were vanishing; layoffs were coming down all around her.

She was on a different path, however. Amid a fraught atmosphere, she found herself excelling. Her sector was risk management. She got offered a high visibility role in a global engineering firm.
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Natalie Valentine speaks at the Energy Workforce of the Future Summit in 2025.



It was perfect; it was wonderful; it looked ideal on paper.

Until she got there and started interacting with her manager.

Fundamentally, there was a clash in ideologies, and not the political kind we see on social media. Again, Natalie was in risk management, which is a bit more art than science; her job was to manage not just safety, but also reputational risk, financial risk, and other more abstract things. Her manager, on the other hand, was operating in the nuts and bolts of engineering; in his world, everything had to be underscored by cold clean math.

There wasn’t just some functional dissonance. There was also a personality issue. He had a reputation for being brash, blunt, and unfiltered—traits that, in the wrong context, could quickly tip into intimidation. He never went off on Natalie, exactly, but from Day One, he did question her function:

“How is this even a job? What do you do, again?”

Along with things like: “Well, you’ve obviously made a career of it, so something must be there…”

It didn’t seem to her like he was really trying to understand.

“I felt like he was putting up with me because someone above him said to,” Natalie shares now.

Meanwhile, part of her role was reporting to the higher-ups—his superiors. He didn’t like that very much; in fact, he seemed outright threatened by it. He needed to control everything. The idea of someone assessing risk and reporting it to senior leaders made him vulnerable at best and hostile at worst.

“I was supposed to report and escalate risk, so that meant I was reporting to senior folks. But he wanted me to go through him.”

Natalie found herself starting to shut down.
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It wasn’t just about him. “I was the ‘only’ on the team,” she explains, meaning, she was the only woman, the only person of color, and the youngest person on the team.

She’d been in the same company before holding that job, also working at a risk management capacity, but as part of a smaller unit. Now she was in this much bigger position.

Natalie’s withdrawal was symbolized by her bare walls. She had no pictures up.

“I thought silence was a good way to protect myself,” she says. However, as she’d come to realize, “It really only deepened the sense of me being invisible.”

It was a domino effect: She got questioned. She got minimized. She withdrew (not at the job performance level, but at the interpersonal level). In trying to protect herself, she unintentionally began collaborating in her own invisibility.

But, she was resilient. Her attitude was that this was a just season in her life. She showed up every day, determined to power through.

Boy, did it come as a breath of fresh air when somebody asked her for coffee.
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The air didn’t reach her immediately. The offer of coffee didn’t register immediately. She was skeptical, not of its sincerity, but of its value. She just wasn’t in “coffee” mode. Far from it: she punched the clock, she did her job, and she went home to what she considered her actual life.

“I was like, ‘I don’t get coffee.’”

The asker’s name was Rando Nicolosi. He didn’t have to persist terribly much before Natalie accepted. After all, she isn’t withdrawn by nature; she’s warm and radiant. Rando wasn’t moved to steer clear. There was nothing much underneath his invite; he simply wanted to get to know her.

At that juncture in her life, however, it made for a meaningful gesture. Especially when they finally sat down together…

Rando asked her, “How are you doing?”

Natalie shares with me that she can count on one hand the number of times when she’s cried in the context of work, and that two of those times involved Rando. The second one, we’ll get to in a moment. The first?

When Rando asked her that question, the floodgates burst open. The waterworks flowed. She was surprised by the extent to which she’d been holding back. It had been a survival mask; a way of guarding her real self. It had also served to repress her emotional being.

Her friendship with Rando became a game-changer.

“I didn’t need to shrink myself to stay safe,” she shares. She learned that “I could ask for more from work, from relationships, from myself…”

The lessons came from the substance of their conversations, but they also came from the way he comported himself. He treated her with curiosity and respect. In doing so, he demonstrated that there was actual room for these things within their company culture.

It was like he had poured fresh water on a plant.

Soon Natalie found herself operating from a place of “grounded confidence rather than external validation.” This came in handy in a role that called for elevating risk items. Naturally, she wasn’t there to harm or threaten people, but she couldn’t be everybody’s buddy, either. On the other hand, as she developed this rare new friendship, she realized that it was safe to walk in her own confidence even when, per her job, she was shedding light on things that might have been uncomfortable.

“He taught me about real connection,” she says. More and more, she showed up as herself… and found herself willing to be seen.
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The second time she cried was at Rando’s memorial service.

It was over too soon. He died in 2023. At the memorial, people got up and shared stories about how Rando had invited them to coffee.

“Hey!” Natalie remembers thinking. “He did that with me, too!”

It had been kind of his thing. The coffee was just the context, though. Rando had been all about connecting.

His connection custom had allowed Natalie to enter a state of renewal.

She and Rando worked in different parts of the company. They didn’t just go for coffee; they ended up getting drinks and hanging out sometimes. In time, the company reorganized, and Natalie ended up reporting to another manager. By then, though, the shift wasn’t direly needed. She’d long been freed of her toxic emotional tie to the other manager.

In any case, over the long-term, the toxic manager ended up getting fired.
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“I don’t think it’s uncommon for African Americans in the workplace to keep their heads low and veer toward strict professionalism,” Natalie explains. “They call it ‘code-switching.’ Code-switching is you might talk a certain way at work, but you use different slang at home.”

That didn’t quite encapsulate what she’d experienced, but it was adjacent to it. As one measuring stick of how she was at work, when she came in on Mondays, “I didn’t ask people what they did over the weekend, and they didn’t ask me…”

Her conversations with Rando helped to broaden her palette. They talked about his kids. They shifted to him getting married. A work landscape that had been so dull and colorless started to come to life.

“It was refreshing,” says Natalie. “It made me see the human side of things again.” After her conversations with her friend, she’d come away thinking, “There is somebody who actually gives a damn.”

She adds, “Rando’s coffee invite was more than a gesture. It reminded me—and others—that asking simple questions can unlock connection, belonging, and healing. And that sometimes, the bravest thing we can do is say yes to being seen.”

Before long, she opened up with other people. She asked them all kinds of questions and formed all kinds of meaningful alliances.

On Mondays, when she came into the office, she’d look at others with warm eyes and ask, “So, what’d you do this weekend?”

The Asks


	Who’s been waiting for my, yes?


	How can I say yes to a small ask to open the door to something greater?




You Don’t Always Have to be The Asker with Micki Grimland

Sometimes, the most powerful thing you can do is listen when someone else asks.

Leave it to me to include my incredible therapist Micki Grimland in this book. Leave it to Micki to turn the book’s entire format inside out, demonstrating with her stories that although asking is every bit as powerful as I thought it was, you don’t always have to be the asker.

A lot of times, the power lies in being the listener.
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A therapist would say this. One some level, Micki has spent her life being a professional listener. Before I move onto some of her tales and insights about listening, I should share that her journey into the therapy profession was spurred by a specific question, namely, “What should I read about?”

This took place in her school library. Micki was in second grade. Her teacher took the class there and told everybody to pick out a book that they were really interested in.

Seemed simple enough. Micki certainly wasn’t expecting her selection to chart the course for the rest of her life…

She found a book about Jane Addams, who is known for being the first-ever “social worker.” I put social worker in quotes because the term didn’t yet exist when Addams started doing her work. But that’s essentially what she was.

Addams ran Hull House; a settlement house located in Chicago. Hull House welcomed in people from all walks of life to provide services like childcare, job training, and education. It was essentially a hub for helping others. In 1889, when it started, its activities were revolutionary; people didn’t have that kind of support before then. Nowadays, we’re accustomed to various social services being readily available; they’re not always perfect, but when you need somebody for something, there’s generally a number to call or a place to go.

Jane Addams was at the forefront of that.

Reading about her, Micki’s mind was blown. She wasn’t drawn to being a social worker per se, but the inspiration she drew from Addams was what led to her eventually becoming a therapist.
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But Addams alone didn’t set the path.

Micki came from a very loving and supportive family. She describes her parents as exceedingly kind and generous. “My dad was a fighter pilot and an astronaut,” she shares, “and my mom was a stay-at-home mom. They were extremely loving people, very much in love with each other.”

Having worked with Micki for many years, I can attest to her own kind and loving nature.

She grew up on a military base. Her memories of all the people on the base, beyond just her parents, radiate warmth and positivity. As her life unfolded, she came to see the base as something of a protected bubble. Outside of it, the world could be much rougher. Reading about Jane Addams, she didn’t just learn about what Addams did, she also gained perspective on the people whom she helped. They faced such serious struggles. It wasn’t unusual for unhoused people to turn to Hull House for support. “‘Oh my God,’” Micki says now, recalling what her younger self was thinking, “‘there’s people who don’t have blankets and live on the streets?’”

Young Micki had never known that such a thing was possible.

Looking back, she didn’t even know that people could be mean to one another! That’s how rosy Micki’s childhood was.

When she curled up in a corner and read about Jane Addams, just like that, her whole world opened.
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KHOU 11’s Deborah Duncan and Micki Grimland at Micki’s retirement party. Micki was a regular guest on Deborah’s Great Day Houston Show.
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Micki thrived in the therapy profession. As of this writing, she is newly retired, but in her prime, she oversaw eight other clinicians. Three years before retiring, she sold her practice to one of the clinicians so she could focus more on the work of therapy before clocking out on her last day. When I attended her retirement celebration, there were so many people. The room was overflowing with people she had helped like me, her family, and the people she learned from.

It was a nine-to-five job, and she saw about twenty-six clients a week. She always loved what she did, even if the clients were difficult (an adjective I’m sure she would never ascribe to yours truly). She does, however, recall a pair of patients who were unusually challenging. So much so that the stories she shared about them are frightening.

Ironically enough, both stories revolve around the patients asking questions…

“Why Did the Candle Go Out?”

Early in Micki’s therapy career, she got a rude awakening when she dealt with her first patient who had Dissociative Identity Disorder (DID). Many of us first heard of this disorder by the name Multiple Personality Disorder, which has been phased out by clinicians.

The patient in question was a woman. One day she came in for a session. Micki always had a nice-smelling candle lit in her office, to help create a peaceful, soothing atmosphere. During this session, though, the candle went out. It had just run its course. Nothing out of the ordinary.

The client’s reaction was anything but normal…

“Why did the candle go out?” she asked Micki.

Micki didn’t think anything of it. She said, “Oh, that one was finished,” or something to that effect, and then proceeded to continue with the session.

Or at least try to.

“Why did the candle go out?” the patient asked again.

Micki looked at her. She explained how sometimes it happened during a session; the candle would be lit but the wax would get diminished and reach its end.

This explanation wasn’t cutting it. The patient asked the question again: “Why did the candle go out?”

And again. Then again!

This went on for the entirety of the session, about another hour.

Micki had to get creative as it persisted. She gave scientific explanations. She gave philosophical explanations. “All candles go out eventually,” she said. Or: “Here, let’s go over how candles work…”

The patient’s question was like an itch that couldn’t be scratched. It kept bubbling up, and just wouldn’t quit:

“WHY DID THE CANDLE GO OUT?”

Before long, it dawned on her: “Micki,” she said to herself, “you’re talking to a child…”

Indeed, when most of us have had the experience of somebody asking the same question again, the asker has been a little kid.

This was certainly an unexpected contribution to a book about asking. Of all the forms of input I imagined receiving, I never could have imagined anything this creepy.

In a strange way, the story highlights the odd, primal power of questions. There’s nothing like being asked an ordinary question repeatedly to attune you to the mysterious nature of our reality.

What do questions do? They illuminate; they pave pathways; they open doors. They do so in all the ways we have discussed.

So, when a question can’t be satisfied by an answer, you’ve reached a kind of nightmare zone. The pathway won’t be paved. The door won’t open.

You are stuck.

“Did You Miss Me?”

I wish I could say that was Micki’s scariest on-the-job occurrence, but this next one no doubt gives it a run for its money.

The patient was a “handsome boy,” Micki shares. He was a prep school kid; he came from lots of money. Micki was charmed by how he’d show up wearing his prep school uniform. “There was lots of good stuff in his life,” she recalls.

One day, though, he didn’t show up for his scheduled appointment. This was noteworthy, as he was always punctual. Micki figured she would find out what happened to him later, and boy, did she ever.

Evening time descended. She had finished out all her sessions for the day. The office’s main door was open as Micki sat behind her desk doing some paperwork.

The boy walked in. Only he didn’t look like himself.

Micki heard him before she saw him. In a very suggestive, openly sexual voice, he said to her, “Hey…did you miss me?”

She looked up. The kid came sauntering in. He was all dressed in black, and his hair was styled to stick straight up.

“All he would say,” Micki says to me, “is, did you miss me?”

It was just like the woman with the candle; like a broken, skipping record. Within that question was the core of his whole alternate persona: loaded and charged with sexuality and danger.

“I was literally stuck in the corner,” Micki says. “I couldn’t get out.”

She sat pinned to her chair. She wondered where each moment would go, and how much this scenario might escalate.

“Did you miss me?” the boy said repeatedly, standing above her, leering, holding eye contact.

To Micki, he was still this sweet, nice kid. Clearly, another aspect of his nature had come forward.

He kept staring at her. He started walking toward her.

“Did you miss me?”

Suddenly, she jumped out of her chair, harnessing all the energy she had. As she did so, she kind of roared at him: “GGGGRRAAAAHHH!!!”

Almost like she was warding him off.

The kid stumbled. He fell into another chair, suddenly blinking.

Micki gathered her breath. The tone in the room was changing. Mercifully, he’d stopped asking her the question.

Finally, he said, “Micki…why am I here?”

And: “Why am I dressed like this?”

And: “Did I hurt you?”

“No, sweetheart,” Micki said to him, recovering the normal rhythm of her heartbeat. “We’ll figure this out.”
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To say the least, DID patients presented a host of unexpected challenges. Micki went to some mentors, seeking guidance. One such mentor commended her for having jolted the boy out of his state, almost like she’d woken somebody up from a bad dream.

Micki tried to refer the kid to that mentor, but he wouldn’t have it. “Oh no,” said the older man, “he trusts you.”

He did, however, offer to train her in giving care to such a person. They worked on the matter for a whole year, at which point Micki felt proficient in handling it on her own.
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As I said before, Micki fits into the scheme of this book because her job, on a fundamental level, revolves around questions. On TV and in the movies, we might see therapists asking pointed and probing questions, but in real life, they ask very little. In each session, they might ask, “How are you doing today?” At the beginning of a course of sessions, they’re likely to ask, “What brings you here?”

For the most part, they’re not guiding their conversations with questions; they’re allowing their patients to speak and share and working to let the sharing unfold in as organic a manner as possible.

In an inverted sense, this demonstrates the power of questions. Once applied to conversations, questions can shape their course. They are consciousness changers. They set the agenda, define the talking points.

In a context where people’s minds are to be explored and ideally healed, you are unwise to burden the situation with an agenda. It’s a delicate dance, then, between therapist and patient. The therapist knows that too much asking can pollute the waters. As a result, she is wise to become a master in the art of listening.
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Those two DID patients helped Micki hone her mastery. In neither case was the patient asking what they were asking. The first patient wasn’t expressing anything about the candle, and the second patient didn’t really wonder if Micki had missed him.

No, in the woman’s case, she was expressing a latent childlike innocence that hadn’t been healthily integrated into her personality. In the boy’s case, he was expressing a buried toxic masculine persona marked by aggression and dominance.

Had Micki only heard the questions; she wouldn’t have gotten anywhere.

To be an able practitioner, she had to hear what the questions were expressing—the same way she had to hear what every patient who sat in front of her, throughout her long and storied career, was expressing.

Hearing people, listening, learning their substance, and thus, learning the nature of our reality.

That is Micki Grimland in a nutshell.

“Being a therapist,” Micki says, “you’re there for them. They’re not there for you. You must be a blank slate and receive them.”

The power of the listener cannot be overstated. After all, every ask in the world exists in pursuit of answer. There can be no answer without a recipient; in other words, someone must listen to the question at hand (even if it’s us hearing our own question). That’s the only way for understanding to occur. The only way for us to grow and enrich the world.

Thank you, Micki, for listening and guiding me to my path of purpose. I will never miss you; because through this book, you’re always here, listening.

The Asks

	Who in my life needs me to listen to their ask?


	How can I show up for them today?




Ask With Bold Directness with Michael Treadwell

Clarity is kindness, and asking directly is the fastest way to get what you need.

I met Michael Treadwell at a climate event. Word got around that I was interested in trying to, you know, save the planet. It was my good fortune that Michael wanted to have a one-on-one conversation with me. As we went off to a corner to chat, I came to learn that he owns nineteen companies. All right, all right, all right. This was the kind of powerhouse I needed to be aligned to…

In short order, Michael became a mentor to me. When I’m in a jam, I call Michael. He gives great advice on how to communicate. The more accustomed I’ve become to receiving his advice, the more I’ve realized that the man is a bona fide master when it comes to asking.
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Here is how a conversation between us will go:


Me: “I’m trying to raise money.”

Him: “Well, how are you going about it…?”

Me: “Well, I’ve gone to this person and that person and this person…”

Him: “Katie, stop right there. Have you asked them for the money?”
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Katie Mehnert and Michael Treadwell at Houston Energy and Climate Week.
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Granted, that’s a simplistic rendering, but something invaluable that Michael pointed out to me is how I’ve often been guilty of “asking” indirectly. For example, I’ll try to get people all fired up based on helping the planet. As Michael has been all too eager to point out, people tend to initially act in their own self-interest. Much as we try to see ourselves differently from that, the truth is, our ears don’t exactly perk up when we’re given the opportunity to help, say, the environment. Which is why it’s so important, when you’re seeking someone’s help, to be plain, bold, and direct.

It’s easier said than done. If it wasn’t, I wouldn’t have felt the call to write this book.


“I have lots of deep scars.”

—Michael Treadwell



Michael didn’t start off in life as the owner of 19 companies. Like everyone else in that position, he’s had his share of failures, some of them crushing. “I have lots of deep scars,” he admits.

Back in 1974, he launched his first oil operation in Venezuela. Things were going swimmingly for about two years, when Venezuela expropriated his concessions, causing him to lose a quarter of a billion dollars in assets. To put it mildly, he was hard up for cash. The U.S. government offered him a big tax break, but what he needed was cash. Although he managed to get back on his feet, he has since then developed the practice of partnering with the right producers rather than shouldering all the cost on his own.

Partnering with others helped cushion Michael’s business activities until around the early 1980s another crisis hit. The price of oil plummeted from $35 to below $10 a barrel. He had anticipated the possibility of things going south and was prepared for a drop to $15. Less than ten was out of the question.

Until it wasn’t.

Almost a decade had gone by since Venezuela, but Michael had the same harsh emotions. Admitting responsibility, he went to his board and said, “OK guys. My name’s on the door, but I’m clearly not very good at this…”

Interestingly, the Board would not accept his resignation. Clearly there was something they liked about him. They told him he had to make the company profitable again. Sagaciously, they saw his time in Venezuela as a positive, as he had proven himself as someone who could turn things around—quite a credential to have walked away with after all the strife he’d faced down there.

He did not draw a salary for four years as he worked to avoid filing Chapter 11, while turning things around. Fortunately, he managed to generate some income through consulting as he worked on his own business for nothing.

And, of course, for everything.

Ever since then, for four decades, Michael hasn’t lost a dime. The thing about scars is, they hurt you, but they also harden and teach you. Michael’s game plan has improved thanks to these hard lessons.

In the process, he cultivated the art of asking.

Nowadays, Michael will buy bankrupt entities and then turn them around to make them profitable. He’s been involved with various endeavors and has encountered countless types of people and has done quite well.

“What I learned from those experiences,” he says now, “is that you can’t be overly diplomatic. You have to tell people what the deal is.”

If you’ve ever spoken to Michael, you would not suspect that being overly diplomatic is his issue. He’s all too happy to admit this, “I was pretty arrogant and forthright to start with.” His arrogance didn’t necessarily equal directness. From the get-go, he had the fearlessness of a straightforward communicator, but not necessarily the precision or finesse. Those skills developed over time.

“I had to learn to be less arrogant, but still able to say, ‘This is the deal. This is the plan. These are the facts.’ And this is what I need from you now,’” Michael shared.

In talking to Michael about the art of asking, I learned how important it is to be direct and explicitly clear, but not in a blunt way that hurts people’s feelings and not beating around the bush either.

I asked Michael if such directness is rare. He thought about it for a moment then said, “Not in good leaders.”

According to Michael, good leaders are willing to talk about things other people are uncomfortable verbalizing. It makes sense. Good leaders can’t be conformists. Good leaders can’t say the same things that everybody else says. They can’t be safe in their communications, taking care to please everyone and offend no one. To lead effectively is to plow new terrain. Nothing new is ever discovered by playing it safe. It could explain why at a very young age, my willingness to talk about uncomfortable or different things got me kicked out of the room but always seemed to come back to me in the form of success later.

Michael makes it clear that communicating isn’t a one-way street. The trick is not to merely show up, be blunt and ask questions. You also must take steps to cultivate an overriding atmosphere of clarity and openness.

One technique Michael often uses is to, “Sit down at the meeting and say, ‘Talk to me like I’m a five-year-old.’” It might seem counter intuitive. “Being talked to like a kindergartener gives me room to ask questions and to have things explained in simple terms.” Otherwise, he says, there is often a lot of hyperbole and tech talk that evades the core of the matter.

The bigger benefit to doing this is problem-solving. The more simply you communicate, the more clearly you can communicate. The more clearly you communicate, the more room there is to be precise and direct. In this type of atmosphere, nobody is posturing with fancy jargon and four-syllable words. Everyone is saying what they mean and acknowledging what’s at stake and what’s the task at hand.

Michael shared with me two vivid examples of when adhering to his own principles drew strong results…

The Airplane Owner

This story takes place at Hobby Airport in Houston and involves a plane that Michael owned. He was trying to move his assets from Hobby over to the larger Bush Intercontinental Airport. “We had a plane and eight available pilots,” he explains.

It certainly sounds nice to own plane, but as far as Michael was concerned, it had become a burden. When you own an asset like that, you are beholden to it. The upkeep, the maintenance, the moving it from here to there. He was better off leasing, and he knew it, but then again, not only was he stuck with the plane, but he was also stuck in the mindset that had led him to buy the plane in the first place.

Stubborn as he was to admit it, Michael knew this, too.

So, one day, over at Hobby Airport, he approached the eight pilots and asked to speak to the most vocal and arrogant one in the group. It was an easy call; they brought over a man named Chad. With pilots, in Michael’s observation, you tended to encounter agreeable personalities. As they often worked for him, they wanted to appear cooperative and forthright.

Under ordinary circumstances, this was all well and good. In the current instance, he needed somebody disagreeable and hard-headed.

Chad, the other pilots agreed, would fit the bill.

Michael said to Chad, “I need a favor from you. About once a month or so, please call me and tell me I’m better off leasing a plane than I am owning the damn thing.”

Naturally, there was humor within the question. But Michael wasn’t joking around.

Chad, being well-versed in the art of conflict, understood that Michael was caught up in a conflict with himself.

Chad was up to the task. He made the calls. He said to Michael, as bluntly and directly as he could, “What you really must do is lease your plane. What are you doing owning the damn thing?”

Now, just because Michael had ordered up these conversations didn’t mean he was a cheerful participant in them. He certainly had his own reasons for owning, and they were strong ones. So sometimes he’d argue. Other times, he’d get mad.

The calls kept coming. Chad wasn’t some featherweight.

In time, Michael was able to let go of the plane.

To be specific, that time frame was three years!

Michael had tried to win the argument against himself with just himself, but he hadn’t been up to the task. So, Chad got recruited as something of an angel on his shoulder, encouraging him to embrace his higher instincts. It was an inane and comical strategy, but without it, Michael might still be stuck with that plane to this day.

Nowadays, he not only leases planes, but he owns a plane leasing company. When the guys in his oil entities want to use planes, they must lease them from the airplane leasing company Michael owns. On paper, it might make more sense to just own them, but with Chad’s help, Michael was able to untie that mental knot.

Oftentimes, when we ask for help with conflicts, our opponents are other people. In this case, Michael’s opponent was himself. In a sense that’s less threatening, since it was an enemy he knew, but on the other hand, the enemy was entrenched.

The call was coming from inside the house.

I love this example because of how eccentric it is. It’s one thing to cut through the noise of jargon and tech talk for the sake of favoring bluntness and directness. It’s a whole other thing to be so bold and direct that you’re able to say, “Look: I’m driving myself crazy, and I can’t talk myself out of something. Would you help me?”

It’s not a bad idea to be that bold. Think of all the problems we’d solve. Think of how useful it would be if every month or so, someone of unusual arrogance and stubbornness was calling us and saying, “Stop eating cupcakes.”

Or: “You really need to sell the house.”

Or: “Has your marriage started to improve yet?”

Like I said, Michael is a master of questions. So much so that when he can’t get the answers he wants from his own self, he’ll have someone as confident as he is taking on the role with even greater force and perspective.

The Terms of the Deal

Among the four hundred other things he’s juggling at every moment, Michael functions as an advisory director to a specific group. There was a project that this group wanted to get involved in, and they sought the participation of a powerful partner. The partner stepped up, offering 50 percent of the funding, with the expectation that the group Michael advises would pony up the other 50 percent. It was a good idea, with one problem:

Michael’s people didn’t have the money.

The group then came to Michael and asked for his advice.

The thing was, Michael knew all about this prospective partner. He knew that their proposal was far too open-ended.

Michael’s advice to them was to go back with the utmost boldness and directness: Michael recommended they ask for a two-year contract, citing a specific financial goal and percentage of ownership that would ensure their position in the project. That way, within two years, they could reappear at the table having raised the necessary money and be secure in the fact that the work they’d done in raising it would pay off just the way they wanted it to.

The timeline was necessary. The percentage had to be crystal clear.

The group wasn’t entirely confident, as they needed the partner’s muscle; they had no leverage. On the other hand, had they failed to follow Michael’s advice, their lack of leverage would probably keep them at an ongoing disadvantage, subject to the whims of the partner.

So, they went in strong with their question, and they got the deal.

Michael was proud of his client, as his foreknowledge of the partner’s nature paid off in practical terms. He’d been around. He was down there under the hood, able to view the details of the potential arrangement. Left to their own devices, the partner was inclined to take advantage of this group. Held to the terms of a solid contract, they were inclined to keep things on the straight and narrow.

The difference between those two realities came down to a question:

“Will you give us a two-year contract and lock us in at a specific percentage?”

Bold. Direct.

Clear. Open.

That’s Michael. And it should be all of us.

Because it gets results.

The Asks

	What’s one thing I need to ask for directly?


	How can I make my ask clear, concise, and confident?




Ask How You Can Bring People Together with Linda Lorelle

The right question can unite people, bridge divides, and create lasting connection.

Like some of the other contributors to this book, I met Linda Lorelle at an energy-related event here in Houston; we were introduced by a mutual friend.

Unlike any of the other contributors to this book, Linda is a professional journalist. If her name sounds familiar, it’s because for a long part of her career, she was on-camera, as an evening news anchor in Houston.

As a journalist, Linda has a marked interest in seeking out and discovering what is true. So, you could imagine her dismay upon seeing our shared concept of the truth get so diminished in recent times. As the twenty-first century goes on, people have less of a collective handle on what “reality” consists of. Conspiracy theories run rampant. People find reasons to be suspicious of every piece of news. As AI ascends, no one’s sure whether or not, while watching a video, they can actually believe their own eyes.

Scary times. And for Linda, like many of us, they got particularly scary in late 2016…


“What am I going to do to bring people together?”

—Linda Lorelle



[image: ]

It was right after Donald J. Trump had won his first presidential election. It wasn’t the victory per se that concerned Linda; it was the general backdrop of our divided country. She says now, “The divisions in the country that were already obvious became even deeper.”

It was then when she became gripped by a single burning question:

“What am I going to do to bring people together?”

Journalists aren’t generally thought of as the people who unite us, but on the other hand, when a lack of shared truth is dividing us, who better than a journalist—a professional seeker of truth—to help bring us together?

Linda realized that she was uniquely trained and experienced when it came to asking questions. But now it was time to start asking new kinds of questions. These questions wouldn’t only exist in pursuit of truth, the way her questions always had—they would also be shaped to help bring out people’s humanity. That was the explicit goal. The way she, and many millions of the rest of us, saw it, we weren’t just divided, we were dehumanizing each other. The dehumanization occurred across partisan lines, with the left demonizing the right and vice versa.

In the meantime, due to how people consume information from both mass media and social media, we’ve been seeing ourselves become more siloed in our own information bubbles. Day in and day out, we consume info that deepens and reinforces our preexisting biases. As this goes on, those who do not align to our biases come to seem increasingly more outrageous and misinformed.

And therefore, less human.

As Linda saw this occurring, she felt compelled to intervene. Notably, while having become a professional asker of questions, she had simultaneously become a person who had met and spoken to many, many other people, no doubt far more than the average person ever does. As such, she knew something that much of society seemed to have forgotten.

People aren’t demons. People are simply people.
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Linda Lorelle takes the stage at HERWorld 2019.
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“Do I run for office?” Linda asked herself. How could she best apply her skills to a rapidly changing world?

At the time, her mother was living in her home, struggling with Alzheimer’s disease. She had too much on her plate to run for office, but on the other hand, she wasn’t intent upon sitting around and doing nothing, either.

Linda kept contemplating our divisions. At the root of all the societal division she observed was this fundamental lack of human connection. It was becoming less common for us to interact with one another on a human level. So, Linda started asking herself, “How do I foster some sort of a dialogue that allows us to connect as humans?”

The answer didn’t come overnight, but when it did, it was as though it had been there all along, right under her nose:

It was time for Linda Lorelle to launch her own podcast.
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The title is “Our Voices Matter: Intimate Conversations to Remind us of Our Common Humanity.”

The goal was for the listener (and/or viewer, as they were on video from Day One), to see each guest in the most humanized fashion imaginable. At the front end, they’d know the guest’s name and title, but hopefully by the time each interview ended, they’d know something vital about them as a human being. “We all make preconceived judgments,” Linda says. With “Our Voices Matter,” she wanted to find a way of helping everyone transcend those judgments.

The first guest certainly put the format to the test. He was Neil Bush, son of President George H.W. Bush and Barbara Bush, and brother of President George W. Bush. Going in, Linda had a sense of exactly what kinds of preconceived notions would greet her guest. People knew the man’s family. They also knew, plain and simple, that he was a privileged white guy. There would be plenty of resistance to hearing his voice. Although Neil Bush is in the business world, it would be hard for listeners to separate him from the politics of his family.

Regardless, Linda had a clear goal in mind for the audience: “to find one thing they had in common with Neil Bush, no matter what their preconceived idea was.”

It worked. Bush opened up during the interview, so much so that before long, his name and demographics became background details. It kept on working: with one guest after another, Linda kept her hand firm on the clutch, steering toward the goal of humanizing the person she’d invited.

“Our Voices Matter” led to another project called “Civil Dialogues,” which Linda does in collaboration with George H.W. Bush’s former Chief of Staff Jean Becker. “She and I are traveling together all over country,” Linda shares, “bringing people together to have civil dialogues on difficult issues facing our nation.”

Notably, Linda and Jean aren’t in political alignment, which is what makes them perfect partners for this project. They represent the very kind of bridge they seek to help other people build.
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Author and former Chief of Staff to George H.W. Bush, Jean Becker signs books at her opening with Katie Mehnert, Lindsay Roe, and Liz Franzen.
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It is Linda’s leading goal to build those bridges.

“We live in these silos,” Linda says with passion. “We get our information from news organizations that reinforce what we already believe. We live in information bubbles. We now live in a world where we don’t want those bubbles to be popped; we don’t have to come out.”

More intensely, she adds, “We live off of a separate set of facts. Facts are facts. Truth is truth. But we don’t live in that world anymore. And if we can’t even agree on that, then where do we agree?”

She then shares a memory from early on in her journalism career: “When I went to Journalism school, I was trained in the Edward R. Murrow school of journalism.” This meant her educators drew a clear line between news and editorials—between fact and opinion. After graduating, when it came time for Linda to interview for her first TV job, they asked her, “If we had a prospective advertiser who wanted a favorable story done on them in return for their advertising dollars, what would you do?”

Linda’s answer was as fast as it was simple: “I would come into your office and say why we couldn’t do that.”

The interviewer nodded approvingly. The idea was that the newsroom had to remain as free of bias as possible.

She was hired.

As Linda herself makes clear, everybody has a bias. It’s part of human nature. Part of the role of good journalism is to diminish our ingrained biases and let the facts shine through, “to present the facts and let the public make up its mind.”

However, in the current climate, not only is opinion-spouting rampant, but entire networks and platforms are devoted solely to nurturing one point-of-view while demonizing and marginalizing alternative ones. Says Linda, “Now you can pick what channel you want because you know that channel will reinforce what you already believe.”

She continues, “If you live in a neighborhood where everybody looks like you and prays like you, you’re more prone to forming negative opinions about those who don’t. It’s much easier and more likely for you to demonize somebody when you can’t see them up close and personal.”

In the meantime, social media has put our disconnects, to quote Linda’s words, “on steroids.” Online, Linda sees people hiding behind anonymity so they can say untruthful (and often nasty) things. From their limited vantage point, they can’t see the impact that their words are having on their fellow human beings. “We’re not connected as humans,” she repeats with urgency and frustration.

At the same time, she’s quick to acknowledge that technology, namely social media, has its upsides, and she loves connecting with the people whom she cares about online. But: “The bad stuff, we’ve gotta figure it out…It allows the worst of humanity to reveal itself, and it has.”

By way of a counteraction, each day, Linda is out there working to meet the bad with the good. She gets fueled by the positive feedback that comes in; time and time again, people say to her, “The world needs more of these kinds of conversations.”

As with so many great missions, Linda’s started off with a single question: she asked herself what she could do to help. Before long, she was off to the races.

She says to me now without a droplet of uncertainty: “I don’t think there’s anything more important that I could be doing.”

The Asks

	Who can I bring together with a bold question?


	How can my ask create a sense of community or collaboration?




Ask Yourself What You Really Want to Say by Eric Shapiro

Clarity is the foundation of bold action. When you know what you want to say, you can change the world.

I do too many things.

A psychic once told me that I’m like a boat with the oars rowing in all different directions. She added that to some, this could create an impression of chaos.

For me, it doesn’t feel chaotic. On the contrary, I’m supremely organized. Every so often I’ll stop and catch myself: It’s not that I’m just organized, it’s that I put a lot of time into organizing my own chaos…

I have endless passions. I’m interested in all kinds of different things. I’m particularly interested in people: who they are, what makes them tick. Not to sound like a time traveler from some long-ago century, but I also really love talking to and getting to know people (without a keyboard in front of me or a pair of screens in between us).

My interests, combined with my skill as a writer, worked together to manifest a long ghostwriting career. To date, I’ve worked for over three thousand clients. They’ve hired me for books, scripts, speeches, you name it. I’ve written, I’ve edited, I’ve proofread, I’ve rewritten. I’ve dialed into their tones, their textures, their rhythms, their voices.

While doing so, along the way—with no shortage of terror—I found myself losing my own voice.
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I was working seven days a week at one point. By “one point,” I mean a period of sixteen years. I remember, as those years unfolded, turning to my wife’s cousin one day in a mall. He’d asked how my ghostwriting business was going. I said it was great, except “the worst thing happened…”

I told him I was losing my sense of my own voice.

There were too many other voices in my head, vying for mental and emotional elbow room. On the one hand, this was legitimately stimulating: I’d become part of the collective unconscious. My individuated ego state had rejoined the communal memory of our species (and after reading sentences as pretentious as this one, one might be forgiven for thinking it was for the better!). In other words, I was part of the family and with the people I worked with a wide, vast cross-section of clients: every profession, every economic rung, every racial/ethnic background, every political stripe, every gender. I took pride in the fact that I knew and dealt with more people than virtually all my friends (combined!). I found myself striking up natural conversations with cab drivers (before the days of Uber) and grocery store clerks (before the days of self-checkout—which I seldom use anyway). Along the way, I learned that Norman Mailer had been like this: he liked to get to know all kinds of people. In his rolodex (back when those existed; sheesh, I need to cool it with these parenthetical asides!) were cops, strippers, boxers, lawyers—everyone.

After all, he was a writer. On a certain level, his job was to know everyone.

As was mine.

The core difference being that Norman Mailer wrote in his own voice… while I wrote in everyone else’s.

[image: ]

I made time for my own voice, however.

Each year, I was sure to work on my own personal project, generally a book or a feature film. This was vital to protecting my artistic spirit, even if I didn’t make money from the endeavors. In general, these projects were subversive, dark, and confrontational.

I noticed something years later, after I generated other sources of income and was able to stop ghostwriting full-time.

I noticed that the dark and subversive projects weren’t really my whole truth, either. Yes, I had rendered them with sincerity, speaking from the legible essence of myself. They were also cries of protest against the ghostwriting.

As a ghostwriter, I mostly worked in the mainstream. With some degree of variation, the projects were polite, pro-social. Therefore, when I took off that hat, I went for broke: I thumbed my nose at society. Worse, I stuck my thumb right in its eye.

What I was really expressing, I realized later, was my frustration at being so bogged down working for clients. It was me, yes, but it was a counter-me: it was me-in-reaction to my “day job” (quotes used since it was entrepreneurial in nature, though still very much an obligation). Ghostwriter me was more appropriate and corporate. Eric Shapiro was more unhinged, uncorked, insane.

As the years went by and the inner noise settled down, I realized that I was simply a human being, not a pair of binary extremes.

That was when I started asking what I really wanted to say…
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It’s a terrifying question, when you get right down to it. Reason being, we are not merely individuals; we’re also members of a society—and a species, to boot. In other words, we have our own minds and personalities, but we’re also representatives of a vast, endlessly complicated herd. This is why, when push comes to shove, it’s easy to just copy the rest of the herd (which—let’s be honest—is what most of us tend to do).

When you’re a writer, however, you can’t just copy. The whole nature of the game is to be an individual—to unleash your individual perspective. Indeed, writers that are derivative, the ones that speak from the collective perspective as opposed to some private, possibly awkward place, might find commercial success, but they might also get labeled as fearful hacks. With good reason: they’re perpetuating the human conversation without really adding to it.

I wanted to add to the conversation. I realized that was a useless goal since I had no idea who was really living inside my head.

I’d overused my empathy. I’d cranked up my listening knob to the point where I could no longer hear myself. I’d made excess space within my being for the voices, the dreams, and the notions of the community.

As a result, somewhere in here, I was in the dark, wandering lost.
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How do you heal from that? The answer, unfortunately, is anti-climactic: you heal in the most granular, tiny increments… day by day… hour by hour…

You sit down and write. You don’t overthink it. You try to allow who you are to come forward. You can’t worry about what “they’ll” think, let alone what they’re expecting. You know that if you shave down your edge, some onlookers will say you’ve lost it. You know that if you sharpen that edge, other onlookers will say you’re trying too hard.

So, you’re not here to be a “level,” or a style, or a mode.

You’re here, in the end, to simply and astonishingly be yourself.

The good news is your self has infinite terrain, so there needn’t be any frustration if you’re failing to cover all of it. Moreover, your self is constantly changing—or at least it should be—so there needn’t be any shame if what you’re in the mood to write one day clashes with what you’re in the mood to write the next.

I think the purest truth of the self is in a space beyond the ego. It’s as though the ego is driving the car, but right behind it, in the back seat, is this quiet, humble passenger. That’s where the voice is. It’s hard to hear most of the time since it’s so damn quiet, but it’s worth tuning into because it is the essence of who you are.

I tried to find that space. It wasn’t easy. Many days it’s still hard—i.e., every single day when I try to write. That’s the journey, and its destination is truth. On that kind of journey, with that form of destination, one would be foolish to think things will be easy.

I made a rule, too, about the ghostwriting, since my finances now finally allowed for it: I would only work with clients whom I liked.

Sure, I’d spent years as this grand, ultra-compassionate humanist, wrapping his giant arms around the world. The truth was, many of my clients—whatever my fundamental respect for their humanity and point-of-view—had bored and annoyed me. I’d had to bend and exert to find the pulse in their projects. I’d had to squeeze as hard as humanly possible to wring out the emotion. Oftentimes they were corny (the ideas and the people). Almost invariably, they had no market sobriety about the power of their ideas. Not only was the writing skill not there, but the resilience to withstand rejection and failure, so vital to being a writer, was not there, either.

Then came Katie along with a small handful of others. She’s not only resilient “AF”, but she’s also one hell of a good writer herself. We work as a team, in a huddle, as equals, me working with her ideas, her welcoming mine. Her voice isn’t my voice, not even close, but I’m able to step into her voice without the fear of losing my own.

Why?

Because unlike many of my ghostwriting clients, she wants my own voice to be included, too.

Knowing that someone else can hear you is a great way to continue hearing yourself.

The Asks

	What do I really want to say?


	How can I express it boldly and authentically?




Asking and the Power of &

The right question at the right time can change everything.

As I wrapped up the stories of the incredible people who contributed to this book, I found myself reflecting on the connective tissue between all of them: the power of asking. Each story, in its own way, demonstrated how asking—whether for help, insight, or collaboration—can unlock doors, shift paradigms, and create ripples of change. As I turned my attention to this chapter, I realized there was one more dimension of asking that demanded exploration: the role of prompts in shaping the future, particularly in the context of Artificial Intelligence.

The Mirror of Humanity: AI and the Power of the Prompt

In the year this book was written, AI has been evolving at breakneck speed, sparking debates everywhere I turned. Some called it the end of creativity, the death of jobs, and the outsourcing of critical thinking. Others hailed it as the dawn of a new era, a tool to expand human potential and deepen our understanding of the world. Somewhere in the middle, a more balanced perspective emerged: AI is a tool, like any other. It can help or harm, depending on how we use it. And, critically, it is uniquely dependent on The Ask—or, in this case, The Prompt.

In other words, what AI gives us is a mirror of what humanity puts into it. This realization struck me as profound. In a world increasingly shaped by AI, the art of asking—of crafting thoughtful, intentional prompts—has never been more important.


“AI makes ‘and’ more possible and ‘or’ obsolete.”

—Katie Mehnert



Opponents of AI often characterize it as a cesspool of unoriginal information, hastily cobbled together and fed back to us in legible form. For example, if someone wants a picture of a horse, AI scrapes the Internet for horse photos and slaps something shiny together. Likewise, if someone hasn’t heard back from their doctor yet and wants an interpretation of their test results, AI can furnish a crisp and tight summary.

AI is more than just a tool for convenience. It has the potential to assess which companies of today will fuel tomorrow and which need improvement. It can identify gaps in performance and put organizations on a path to improvement. This is where the “P Model”—People, Planet, Profit, and Purpose—comes into play. When these elements are balanced, we’ll see a real new world order. Wealth and health will generate, and flourishing will occur on a whole new level.

This is not far off. AI won’t replace humans. Humans will overtake AI. Our true ability to connect with others through relationships and creativity is how this story will end. But AI will supercharge it all!

AI makes “and” more possible and “or” obsolete. AI doesn’t force us to choose between human creativity OR artificial intelligence, between efficiency OR empathy, between profit OR purpose. Instead, it amplifies our capacity for “&”—the connector that makes everything more inclusive, interconnected, and systems-driven.

The “&” Man: Bill Shireman’s Death-Defying Mission March

I’m picking up a stranger from an oil and gas conference. A mutual friend insists we meet. Says this guy gets it.

I find Bill Shireman on his phone as he sits down in the front seat of my Tesla.

He’s talking to his doctor about his terminal illness—a slow-growing tumor that’s literally killing him. Most people would be planning their funeral. Bill? He’s talking about the future with the enthusiasm of a kid describing Christmas morning.

This is how I meet the most dangerous “&” thinker alive. We bond instantly. Why? Because Bill doesn’t do “or.” He does “&”—and he does it like his life depends on it. Which, frankly, it does.

Bill Shireman is a serial social entrepreneur who does the impossible: He puts Greenpeace & ExxonMobil in the same room. Rainforest Action Network & Mitsubishi. Indigenous activists & Big Oil executives.

Let that sink in.

While everyone else argues about who’s right, Bill asks a different question: “What if we’re all right & we just need to figure out how?”

As President of Future 500, he doesn’t pick sides. He builds bridges. Not pretty, diplomatic bridges. Raw, honest, get-your-hands-dirty bridges that work.
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Bill Shireman talks about the power of & at the Energy 2.0 conference in 2024.



The “&” Revolution

The “&” symbol isn’t just punctuation. It’s the future. When you think “or,” you limit yourself to binary choices. When you think “&,” you explode possibilities:


	People & Planet & Profit & Purpose


	Technology & Humanity & Creativity


	Speed & Precision & Compassion


	Innovation & Tradition & Sustainability


	Conservatives & Progressives



The more “&s” you stack, the smarter your solutions become. This isn’t feel-good philosophy. This is practical problem-solving. When you prompt AI with “or” questions, you get limited answers. When you prompt with “&” thinking, you get breakthrough solutions.

“Should we prioritize speed or quality?” = Limiting question.

“How do we achieve speed & quality & sustainability?” = Revolutionary question.

The shift from “or” to “&” thinking changes everything:

	Systems instead of silos


	Connections instead of competitions


	Abundance instead of scarcity



When Juliana Garaizar and I launched Houston Energy & Climate Week, we didn’t choose between energy or climate. We chose energy & climate & innovation & solutions. Houston gets it. Space & medicine & sports & arts & energy & climate. And now AI—the ultimate connector that turns everything into one integrated system. “&” thinkers don’t just survive the future. They create it.

While everyone else picks sides, Bill Shireman builds the bridge. While others debate, he delivers. While they argue about what’s possible, he makes the impossible happen.

That’s the power of “&”. That’s how you change the world. Everyone should be like Bill.

Our Job with AI: Building the Future of Work

So, we need to be thinking about AI from an & perspective.

Our job with AI is not to fear it, but to use it to move beyond the old-school industrial age of jobs and create the jobs of the future. We’ll still need people to build with their hands and create, but the tasks that AI can handle will accelerate us toward creating entirely new industries and opportunities. This is why I disagree with those who hype AI as some sort of replacement for humans. It’s not. It’s a partner, a tool, and a catalyst for human ingenuity.

My friend, and one smart dude, Jeff Bridges, once said in Living in the Future’s Past, that human ingenuity is in our DNA. We’re wired for creating new. When I look back at the times in my life when we feared technology taking over—like Y2K—what happened then? Nada. In fact, it fueled the dot-com boom, which drove the internet, social media, and the digital economy we live in today.

AI combined with humans will drive the new economic model—a regenerative one. Much like the fossil fuel revolution post-1945 drove modern industrialization, we are now reindustrializing and creating for a future that is more connected, more efficient, and more purpose driven. AI will move us fast—faster than ever—a highway to health, wealth, and creativity like we’ve never seen before.

The Prompt: How AI and Bold Questions Will Shape Our Future

We stand at a crossroads, where the systems we’ve trusted—education, healthcare, government—are crumbling, and reinvention is no longer optional. Markets, not governments, will lead this transformation, but at its core lies something deeper: our relationship with money, resources, and the human drive to live purpose-driven lives.

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs reminds us that true growth—self-actualization—comes from fulfilling our purpose. This new era demands that we align our questions, systems, and actions with this fundamental truth. It’s not just about surviving; it’s about thriving. Thriving means rethinking how we use resources, create wealth, and balance the needs of people, the planet, and profit.

At the center of it all is The Ask. The human asks. The spiritual asks. Yes, the prompts we direct to AI to uncover the answers that will define our future. These prompts unlock our creativity, fuel our productivity, and ignite the purpose-driven revolution. Markets will thrive again—not because of politics, but because of the bold questions we ask and the courageous actions we take.

The right question, the right prompt, the right moment—it can change everything. This transformation isn’t waiting for the next generation; it’s here, now, staring us in the face. It’s daring us to lean into our fear, to lead with hope, and to embrace who we are becoming.

The future doesn’t happen to us—it’s something we create. And it all begins with The Ask.

The Asks

	What’s one prompt I can use to spark curiosity in yourself or others?


	How can “&” lead to new possibilities or meaningful change?


	How can AI help me get to better questions? better answers?
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Part III

The Answers

This is where it all comes together—the insights, the stories, and the lessons learned along the way. It’s a call to action, a challenge to stop waiting for permission and start building the future you want. Like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz, one of my favorite childhood classics, the power to create change has always been within you. The answers aren’t out there—they’re already yours. Now it’s time to ask boldly, act courageously, and rewrite the rules with purpose and intention to build something extraordinary. At the end of the book, I bring all the questions together into one place where you can reflect and then go make it happen!


The Answer

It’s Already Yours So Start Building

The future isn’t something we wait for—it’s something we build.

“What would you do if you weren’t afraid?” Those eight words, first asked by Sheryl Sandberg in her groundbreaking book Lean In, shook me to my core. It’s a simple question, but it’s also a mirror—one that forces you to confront the gap between where you are and where you want to be.

In my last book, Grow with the Flow, I explored the subtext of that question and its value. In the context of this book, I want to take it further. The way to answer that question—the way to answer any question—is with action and impact.

Growth begins when everything seems to crack open. For me, there have been many moments, but the moment came harder than ever in that hospital bed in 2024 as I faced the consequences of pushing too hard, too long, without stopping to ask for what I truly needed. It forced me to reimagine what strength looks like—not as all-consuming independence but as clarity, purpose, and the courage to ask.

It’s not easy to admit you need help. But the truth is, asking isn’t a weakness—it’s an act of faith. It’s seeing the tools you have, recognizing the possibilities, and declaring, “I’m ready.” That’s where growth happens. Time after time, on my own path to resilience and growth, I’ve seen how asking unlocks doors you didn’t even know were possible.

Here’s the thing: asking is only the beginning. The real transformation happens when you take The Answer—the clarity, the insight, the opportunity that asking reveals—and act on it to drive impact. The Answer is action. It’s the moment you stop waiting for permission and start moving forward with purpose.

I think about Hannah Rucker, my steadfast guide through the chaos of childhood. She had this knack for cutting through my self-doubt and igniting something fierce within me when I felt unsteady or small. She didn’t just teach with words—her presence, her wisdom, her way of saying “It’s already yours” became like a rallying cry in my heart. What I needed wasn’t “out there.” It was within me the whole time.

Then there’s Peggy Montana, who not only saw leadership in me but demanded I see it in myself. She challenged me to stretch farther than I thought I could go—and when I faltered, she was right there, reminding me that backing down wasn’t in my DNA. Peggy taught me to lead powerfully, with grounded confidence, and to always hold the mirror up to my own potential.

These voices built me. They laid the foundation of my grit. The power of asking goes beyond the moment you muster the courage to say the words. It’s not just The Ask —it’s the belief underpinning it, the understanding that what you need is already within your grasp, waiting for action to unlock it. That’s the lesson I hold onto now, but it took years of learning, unlearning, and bold moments to arrive at this truth.

And nobody taught me this better, both directly and indirectly, than Vicki Hollub.

Winning the Long Run

I knew of Vicki Hollub. She was a force in the energy industry, the first woman to lead a major oil company, and someone who wasn’t afraid to take bold risks. And I? At the time, I was the founder of Pink Petro, a platform amplifying women in oil and gas, and one of the few voices talking about the industry’s need for transformation. Vicki and I didn’t know each other, yet—but we were both CEOs, leading businesses in times of transformation, navigating public scrutiny, and pushing hard to break into visionary spaces (B.C.—before COVID).


[image: ]

Vicki Hollub, CEO of Oxy is presented the Lifetime Achievement GRIT Award.



Vicki’s bold move to acquire Anadarko Petroleum was one of the most high-stakes contests in the energy industry, with Chevron looming large and critics swarming. Vicki’s decision to pay a premium was met with sharp criticism. Trolls came out swinging. Analysts and armchair CEOs called her reckless. Carl Icahn, the king of asshole activists publicly attacked her leadership.

Vicki didn’t flinch. She asked herself one bold question: “What do we need to win this?” And then she acted.

Flying to Omaha to meet Warren Buffett, armed with a clear vision and years of preparation, Vicki asked for what many considered unthinkable. She told him why Oxy’s future demanded a bold play in carbon capture, with monumental support behind it. Her courage and clarity paid off—Buffett got behind her with $10 billion, and the rest became history. With her vision locked in and her determination unshakable, Vicki outmaneuvered an industry giant, steering Oxy not just into survival but into a redefined future focused on energy innovation.

When I first saw her story play out in the headlines, it resonated deeply. For the average spectator, this might have been just another corporate story, filed under “Big Business Drama.” But for me? It wasn’t that at all. It was watching something deeply personal—a moment of leadership grit that demanded recognition. I couldn’t sit silently on the sidelines.

She Persisted

When the press asked me what I thought of a woman beating a man in a high-stakes oil deal—I didn’t give them a soundbite. I used my own voice.

I wrote She Persisted.

In it, I didn’t just talk about the deal. I talked about the culture of our society, not just in Big Oil but in Big Business—one that clings to the past instead of embracing a bold new future with different people and ideas driving it.

Back in the 1980s, soap operas like Dallas and The Young and the Restless were everywhere. J. R. Ewing and Victor Newman were main plot male characters celebrated for cheating, lying, and clawing their way to the top. They were fictional heroes in a very twisted way, but in the real world, that doesn’t cut it.

In the real world, with real challenges, it’s the bold who create the future. It’s the ones who dare to be different, who bring new mindsets to the game, who shake the system and force it to evolve.

When Vicki Hollub stepped into the spotlight—with vision, experience, and guts—she wasn’t celebrated. She was attacked. If she were J. R. or Victor, the deal wouldn’t have been the drama it became. Vicki didn’t back down. She armed herself with her vision, stepped into the arena, and made bold asks. In She Persisted, I called Vicki what she is: a warrior, a fighter, and a leader. She’s the kind of role model we need.

When You’re Bold, You Shake the System

Being bold shakes the system. It rattles the cages of those clinging to the status quo and forces the world to confront this truth: the old ways aren’t good enough anymore. Boldness creates new markets, new opportunities, and new ecosystems. It makes the zoo better. It also comes with adversity.

When She Persisted went viral, it resonated with leaders and risk-takers who knew what it felt like to be underestimated. It also drew critics. Here’s the thing: critics don’t matter. They’re not in the arena. They’re not the ones building the future.

Adversity is the price of being bold. It’s what shapes you, sharpens you, and fuels you with grit to persist.

Getting to know Vicki personally started something unexpected—a connection founded on asking. Little did I know, those questions would lead to one of the most powerful connections of my career. The asks that brought her to that boardroom in Omaha, demanding resources for transformation, mirrored my own quiet asks as I searched for clarity about how to lead, strengthen, and expand my business. We were both proof that boldness—whether it comes in facing critics or redefining industries—starts with purpose and belief.

This shared understanding changed the game entirely. Vicki and I found a connection grounded in leadership, grit, and above all, belief. Here’s the kicker—neither of us was starting from scratch. What she needed from Buffett: she already had the preparation, the strategy, the influence to make it work. What I was seeking in my own leadership: the foundation of resilience and strength was already built. We didn’t create these strengths overnight. We claimed them.

For Vicki, she believed in herself and persisted, especially when it was dire.
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Vicki and the Oxy Team at the GRIT Awards. Vicki was nominated over 100 times for the GRIT Award since 2020. She accepted in 2024.



After her bold acquisition, it got harder when oil prices went negative in the first ninety days of the pandemic. Vicki and the entire company were in the ring fighting for that bold future with the reality the company might not survive. She doubled down, rose to the occasion, leaned in and asked. Warren Buffet didn’t hesitate. He stepped up with her.

For me, her victories remind me that hesitation is the enemy of progress. While she still must execute on the value of this acquisition, she navigated boldly.

Here’s what that taught me. Every leader, every visionary, every person hoping to carve a path forward carries untapped potential—resources they often don’t see. Fear of The Ask, fear of rejection or risk, keeps those resources locked away. But what we fail to realize too often is this one truth—what we’re chasing? It’s already ours. The strength, the vision, the roadmap forward—it’s all waiting. But first, we must act.

The Answer is action to drive impact. It’s the moment you stop waiting for permission and start moving forward with purpose. Vicki’s story, however, isn’t only hers. It’s the story of anyone willing to push past fear and ask boldly.

ASK & BUILD BOLD

We’ve taken a hard look at a world that refuses to sit still—where disruption is the only constant, and the ground shifts beneath your feet. New threats, old fears. Familiar systems slipping out of reach. We’re living in times that feel overwhelming, but we’re not the first—and we won’t be the last.

I cannot think of a better metaphor for what’s happening right now than Frank Baum’s The Wizard of Oz. It is more than a childhood tale—it’s a masterclass in what it means to navigate uncertainty and transformation. Baum wrote during a time of turmoil; the 1890s were marked by economic upheaval, political division, and radical movements that shook the core of society. He wrapped the hard lessons of his era—inflation battles, the demand for reform, mistrust of entrenched power—into a bright, timeless story.

History never holds still. Humans—despite everything—replay the same patterns: we let the noise in, give in to fear, search for someone or something to blame. We build wizards—icons, leaders, bullies, bosses—to hide behind instead of looking in the mirror.

Sound familiar? Turn the page—from the gold and silver battles of the 1890s to the reckless optimism and ultimate collapse of the 1920s, through to the hurricanes like Harvey, the rise of pandemics, and now the cacophony of a populist wave tearing across America. This is the nature of human progress and regression: we cycle through chaos and hope, invention and collapse. Each era faces its own gauntlet of storms, its own “wizard” offering false promises of safety and answers if only we follow, comply, or believe without question.

Fast forward to 2025. The so-called wizard is alive and well, rebranded as the systems, leaders, and loud voices we’re told to trust if we stay in line. Tariffs and trade wars choke economies. DEI is under siege, culture wars are inflamed, truth gets drowned out by social media and AI megaphones. The world insists that conformity is cover—that sticking your neck out will only get it chopped off. There’s a message in the noise: don’t be bold, don’t make waves.

But here’s the truth—just as in Oz, the wizard was nothing but smoke and mirrors. We never needed permission from outside, never needed to wait for the right leader, the perfect moment, or a signal from above. The movie is our metaphor: Dorothy lands amid chaos, swept out of her comfort zone by a force she can’t control. Her companions—Scarecrow, Tin Man, Lion—spend their journey believing they lack something fundamental. They don’t. Glinda reminds Dorothy, “You’ve always had the power.” That’s the point—the gifts, the courage, the wisdom: all were there, buried but waiting for the need to bring them into the light.

This isn’t just Oz’s lesson—it’s ours.

The People Who Proved It

You’ve just read about remarkable people who refused to wait for permission.

Nuala Murphy rewrote her own script, bypassing gatekeepers and backing herself when the path wasn’t clear. Stephanie Cox chose movement and momentum—refusing to let instructions dictate her limits. Judaline Cassidy shattered the closed doors that too long kept others out. Lame’ Verre built frameworks for change instead of waiting for access. Juliana Garaizar created her own table and chairs for anyone who wanted a seat.

Natalie Valentine turned self-doubt into innovation. Michael Treadwell transmuted heartbreak into progress. Paul Stoltz reframed setbacks as the building blocks of grit and built an entire life around this work to help others. Micki Grimland didn’t just risk honesty—she deployed it as a tool for deep transformation. Linda Lorelle lent her voice to those silenced by the noise and built a platform for the invisible.

Hannah Rucker was the first lion in my life. A dedicated educator, she spent decades transforming the lives of broken kids, demolishing inertia with her clear-eyed vision. She taught me that grit begins with showing up for others, even when it’s hard.

Peggy Montana was another lion, a leader who balanced bold decisions with the courage to hold up an honest mirror. Rising from entry-level engineer to CEO of Shell Midstream Partners, she sparked movements instead of yielding to resistance, showing me that resilience and integrity are the foundation of true leadership.

Vicki Hollub proved that leadership is forged in the crucible of adversity. From a small-town Alabama girl with dreams of sports journalism to one of the most formidable CEOs of our time, she showed me that resilience and intellect reshape the future, not in easy times but in the thick of the storm.

Bill Shireman taught me the transformative power of “&” over “or.” A bridge-builder who united activists and corporations, he showed that collaboration multiplies impact when courage, heart, and brains work together. His career is a testament to the magic of finding common ground.

Sheryl Sandberg redefined what it means to lead with resilience and connection. From Harvard to the World Bank to COO of Meta, she built herself through loss and challenges, creating ladders for others to climb and proving that heart and tenacity can reshape entire industries.

Each one faced storms. Each one was tempted to wait, to hope for rescue, to blend in. But they didn’t. They asked bold questions. They took bold action. They changed the world around them.

This book was written because I got a second chance at life. I dedicated it to the people who have shaped my journey thus far—my husband, my daughter, and my family—all of whom embody what “home” truly means. Like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz, I’ve come to understand that no matter how far the journey takes us, home is a place where the people who ground us, love us, and remind us of who we are. They are my Kansas, my constant, and my heart.

But this book is also for the remarkable individuals who joined me along the yellow brick road of life and work—those who taught me the value of heart, courage, and brains, not by waiting for access or permission, but by forging their own paths and showing me how to do the same.

The Two Journeys

Now let me show you what connects all these stories—what connects YOUR story to theirs. Remember back in Part I when I introduced you to two frameworks?

Maslow’s pyramid—the human journey of asking deep questions about who we are. And Bloom’s pyramid—the work journey of learning, creating, building change. I told you then that these two journeys are intertwined. That you can’t reach the top of one without climbing the other.

Now, after reading all these stories, you can see it. Every single person in this book walked both journeys.

They asked Maslow questions: Who am I? Do I belong? Am I worthy? What’s my purpose? They climbed from survival mode toward self-actualization, one painful, honest question at a time. AND they navigated Bloom’s journey: learning, applying, analyzing, evaluating, creating—building companies, launching movements, writing books, speaking on stages, using every tool available to amplify their impact.

These aren’t separate stories. They’re one story.
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You Have Everything You Need

Like Dorothy discovered in Kansas, you’ve always had the power. The gifts. The courage. The wisdom. They were there all along, buried but waiting for you to bring them into the light. The answers aren’t out there. They’re already yours.

What you needed was the framework to see it. The permission to believe it. The courage to act on it.

Now you have all three.

Join the Builders

I’ve spent my career asking bold questions and building solutions that didn’t exist before. Houston Energy and Climate Week. ALLY Energy. Pink Petro. This book. None of it would have happened if I hadn’t asked. If I hadn’t pushed through the fear, the doubt, the voices asking, “Who do you think you are?”

And none of it would have mattered if I’d done it alone.

The future isn’t something we wait for. It’s something we build. Together.

That’s why I created The Bee Suite—a community for builders who are ready to stop waiting for permission and start creating the change they’re meant to make. The Bee Suite is where the Power of & comes to life. Where human ambition meets AI amplification. Where Maslow’s questions meet Bloom’s action. Where bold asks become bold builds.

If you’re reading this and thinking, “Yes. This is me. I’m ready to ask. I’m ready to build. I’m ready to chart my own path,” then join us.

Because the world needs what you’re meant to create. And you don’t have to figure it out alone.

What’s Your Life’s Work?

When your story closes, and the people who love you read your eulogy, it won’t be the wizards or the bullies that are remembered. It’ll be the way you led, built, and cared with the time that was yours.

That is how you become a legacy—fully present, fully engaged, awake to every ask and every answer along the way.

There will always be storms: political, financial, environmental, personal. There will always be people eager to bully, to gatekeep, to obscure the truth. But they’re not in charge—nature, God, and our own resolve have the last say. Steward the resources—human, financial, natural—that you’ve inherited. The world and the spirit that drive it require us to show up now, intentional and unafraid.

This is your call. The others in these pages prove it can be done. Don’t wait. Start with your ask. Answer it with action. Steward the change you’re meant to deliver.

The grace you’re seeking is forged in the storm, and the power to shape it—all of it—lives within you.


The Asks: A Checklist

On Mindsets

	What rules do I need to break?


	What mindsets am I changing?


	What questions will unleash my curiosity?


	How can I start building the future I want to see?



On Giving

	How can I give without expecting?


	What is my relationship with the physical world?


	What is my relationship with faith?


	What is my relationship with money?


	What’s one thing I can do today to make the world a better place?


	How can I ask to create a ripple effect of positive change?


	What can I give today that flips the script on scarcity?


	How can my generosity create abundance for others?


	How can I give back to the world in a way that makes the future brighter than the present?



On Legacy

	What kind of legacy am I building right now?


	What bold action can I take today to align my life with the impact I want to leave behind?


	What are the words I want others to say when I am no longer here?



On GRIT

	What challenge am I facing right now?


	How can I break through this challenge with resilience and purpose?


	Who has the brains, heart, and courage I want to help me face my challenges?



On Giving

	What’s one way I can show myself love today?


	How can self-love help me break the rules and build a better future for myself?


	What negative thoughts, people, and added weight in my work and life need to go?



On My Work

	What work lights me up?


	Who do I need in my corner to build my best work?


	What bold ask can I make to bring them into my vision?



On Purpose & Permission

	What’s one purpose-driven ask I have been afraid to make?


	How can I stand taller by asking for what I truly need?


	What’s stopping me from asking for what I need?


	What bold move will I make to rewrite the rules?


	What bold action can I take today that doesn’t require permission?


	Is my ask rooted in purpose or fear?



On Time

	What am I waiting for?


	What is stopping me from asking right now?



On Style

	What action can I take today that speaks louder than words?


	How can I show, rather than tell, what I need?


	How should my ask feel?



On Who

	Who has the heart I desire to bring my ask forward?


	Who has the brains I desire to bring my ask forward?


	Who has the courage I desire to bring my ask forward?


	Who can I ask to reflect your worth back to me?


	How can their perspective help me see my value more clearly?


	What’s one way I can empower myself today?


	Who can I ask for guidance or support to take that step?



On Bringing Others Along

	What table do I need to build to create the future I see?


	Who will I invite to join me, and how will I empower them to thrive?



On Authenticity

	What’s one vulnerable question I’ve been afraid to ask myself?


	How can asking open the door to deeper connection or growth?



On Change

	What’s one bold action I have been putting off?


	How can I step into the role of change-maker today?



On Gaps

	What am I thinking that I need to be writing or saying?


	What’s one blind spot I need to explore?


	Who can I ask to help me see what I’m missing?



On Yeses

	Who’s been waiting for my, yes?


	How can I say yes to a small ask to open the door to something greater?



On Listening

	Who in my life needs me to listen to their ask?


	How can I show up for them today?



On Being Direct

	What’s one thing I need to ask for directly?


	How can I make my ask clear, concise, and confident?


	What do I really want to say?


	How can I express it boldly and authentically?



On Community

	Who can I bring together with a bold question?


	How can my ask create a sense of community or collaboration?



On AI Prompting

	What’s one prompt I can use to spark curiosity in myself or others?


	How can “&” lead to new possibilities or meaningful change?


	How can AI help me get to better questions? better answers?




Afterword

The Courage to Ask — and the Charge to Keep

by Rev. Kevin T. Taylor, author of A Charge to Keep: Immutable Leadership Lessons from the C-Suite to the Pulpit

When I finished The Ask, I didn’t close the book—I paused. Because this isn’t the kind of work you “finish.” It’s the kind that finishes you. Katie Mehnert and Eric Shapiro have written a manifesto for courage that dares us to question not just the systems around us but the stories we tell ourselves. As a fellow leader who has spent decades bridging the worlds of faith, business, and social impact, I recognized the unmistakable rhythm of purpose in these pages.

Katie has given us something rare: a leadership language that speaks fluently across sectors — from boardrooms to classrooms, from congregations to corporations. The Ask empowers entrepreneurs, educators, and executives alike to lead with curiosity, courage, and conviction. My own journey through A Charge to Keep has taught me that sustainable leadership requires both the courage to ask and the discipline to keep. Katie’s book masterfully illuminates the first; together, we can show readers how both pieces connect to create a more holistic kind of change.

Our two books share a heartbeat. The Ask calls readers to break rules and reimagine what’s possible. A Charge to Keep challenges them to build structures strong enough to sustain what they’ve imagined. When courage meets continuity, when curiosity meets accountability, that’s where transformation takes root. That’s where the next generation of leaders will rise — not only with bold ideas but with lasting integrity.

Including this reflection at the close of The Ask extends its reach — beyond the innovation hubs and energy corridors where Katie’s story began, into classrooms, pulpits, nonprofits, and boardrooms where the same hunger for authentic, purpose-driven leadership burns. It invites readers to act on her call by grounding their asks in daily practice — asking boldly, leading faithfully, and keeping the promises that build trust.

So, as you turn this last page, remember: every bold ask requires a sacred keep. One calls us to step forward; the other calls us to stay true. Katie has shown us how to ask with unflinching honesty. Now the charge is ours — to keep that spirit alive, in every decision, every meeting, and every moment that tests our conviction.

Because when leaders learn to ask with humility and keep with integrity, we stop managing transactions and start multiplying transformation. And that — in any field, faith, or future — is how we build a world worthy of both our questions and our calling.
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Top left: Volunteers celebrating Houston Energy and Climate Week 2025. Top right: Maggie Seeliger, Monica Krishnan, Jamie Elrod and Jennifer Emerson at the 2022 IWD celebration. Bottom: Volunteers gather at City Hall to present to City Council and the Mayor on the first ever Houston Energy and Climate Week.
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HERWorld 19 London Far left: Tim Wotton, emcee. Top right: Rita Hausken, speaker and coach. Bottom: Andrea Reynolds, her twin boys and husband in attendance.
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GRIT Awards & Best Energy Workplaces. Left: Lindsay Roe, Juliana Garaizar, and Brittney Marshall. Top: Molly Smith. Bottom: Katie Mehnert and Kent Johnson.
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Left: Ingrid Velasco, co-chair of Houston Energy and Climate Week in 2025. Top: Lindsay Roe, Katie Mehnert, Juliana Garaizar at the closing session of energy and climate week in 2024. Bottom: Juliana Garaizar, Lt. Colonel Lisa Jaster, Katie Mehnert and Joey Sanchez at a stakeholder session for HECW.
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Jennifer Emerson and Katie Mehnert at lunch to honor Mayor Sylvester Turner with first ever Lifetime GRIT Award, Junior League of Houston in 2022.
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ALLY Energy hosts a roundtable discussion with political and industry leaders at Greentown Labs during COVID-19 in 2021.
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Juliana Garaizar, Soma Somasundaram, CEO of ChampionX, Vicki Holloub, CEO of Oxy, Katie Mehnert, and Jan Odegard, former Executive Director of ION Houston at the 2024 GRIT Awards, House of Blues Houston.
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Judaline Cassidy and Charli Matthews at the Energy 2.0 conference just before COVID 19 pandemic shut down everything in 2020.




[image: ]

Dirty Nasty People documentarians, Paul Dulfio and Weihan Lim with Katie Mehnert shooting final scenes in 2023.
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Dirty Nasty People cast, Paula Glover, David Reid, Deane Ilukowicz, Ben Lasher (as Bubba), and Jenny Manning (as younger Katie) in 2023.
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Katie Mehnert, Van Jones, Linda Lorelle and Samantha Shireman at EarthX 2024.
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Katie Mehnert and Sarah Magruder eating some mudbugs at her annual crawfish boil in 2025.
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Katie Mehnert and Simon Seaton at the SPE Awards Gala. Peter Durand, master illustrator, doing his thing at Houston Energy and Climate Week in 2025.
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Trevor Best and Katie Mehnert do the weather at Fox26 during Houston Energy and Climate Week, as Hurricane Francene spun up in the Gulf of Mexico in 2024.
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Pamela Varney, Lindsay Roe, Mayor John Whitmire, and Katie Mehnert at a RedM fundraiser in 2024.
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Katie with Kerri Driscoll in New York just before the marathon. Katie with Seth Godin at the NYSE. Shara Hammond, Ally Mehnert, Katie Mehnert, Deane Ilukowicz, and Kristeen Reynolds at the NYSE reception in 2023.
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Hether Benjamin Brown and Katie Mehnert celebrating the eclipse in the Hill Country in 2024.
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Souzi Weiland with Katie at the GRIT Awards. Liz Dennett and Katie meeting up in New York at a founder’s event in New York. Josh Etkind and Katie at the SPE Awards Gala. Gilly Rosen and Katie at New York Climate Week. in 2025.
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Jim Keyes, former CEO of Blockbuster and 7-Eleven, with Katie Mehnert and Pat Wood, CEO of Hunt Energy Network, and former Chairman of the Public Utility Commission of Texas at the 2024 HECW VIP dinner.
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Geeta Thakorlal and Katie Mehnert training for the NYC Marathon in the 100-degree heat in 2023.
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Katie Mehnert takes a moment to pause during Houston Energy and Climate Week 2025.
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Left: Candice Michalowicz, co-founder C3E Energy and former COO EDP Renewables. Right: Claire Brodio Johnson, co-founder of SunEdison, cofounder of Sunrock Distributed Generation speaks at HERWorld 18.
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Lame’ Verre, Katie Mehnert and Nuala Murphy at the Lean In Girls launch in 2023.
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The Bostick’s, Ariel Jenkins and Katie Mehnert planning another GRIT Awards in 2025.
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Theo Wilson and Katie Mehnert, speakers and friends reunited at EarthX 2025.
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Some of the most amazing guys in Katie’s career: Jim Keyes, former CEO Blockbuster and 7-Eleven, and David Reid, Chief Marketing Officer & Chief Technology Officer, NOV in 2024.
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Katie Mehnert and Sarah Magruder speaking at an energy conference in 2024. Josh Levs, author and former journalist with CNN and NPR in 2017. Bottom: Geeta Thakorlal, Lindsay Roe, and Sarah Magruder at the NYSE bell ring reception in 2023.
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GRIT Awards 2025: Katie Mehnert with capital markets rockstar, Hillary Holmes. Katie and her husband Mark Mehnert. Executive winners: Marisol Cortez, Celine Gerson, Katie Mehnert, Molly Smith and Robert Tabb.
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Meg O’Neill, then CEO of Woodside, now CEO of BP, accepts her Lifetime Achievement GRIT Award surrounded by an army of supportive women in energy in 2025.
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Jennifer Emerson, Mark Mehnert, Katie Mehnert and Kerri Driscoll at a Women in Energy awards lunch in 2024.
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Top left: Katie with The Wonder Women of Climate at Houston Club. Top bottom: Brandy Obvintseva and Katie on New Years Day 2025. Top right: Katie and Celine Gerson. Bottom right: Katie with the Sparkle Fan Girls.
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The Mehnert’s enjoy a weekend in the Hill Country with friends celebrating the eclipse in 2024.




[image: ]

Mark & Katie Mehnert at their wedding in 2009. Ally Mehnert in her mom’s Shell hardhat in 2013. Katie and Ally with Katie’s mom in 2025. Ally and Katie with Katie’s dad in 2024.
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Part IV

BIOGRAPHIES

(In order of appearance)


Paula R. Glover
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Paula R. Glover is the President of the Alliance to Save Energy, a bipartisan nonprofit advancing federal energy efficiency policy. Under her leadership, the Alliance has shaped landmark policies like the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act and the Inflation Reduction Act, securing billions for energy efficiency programs. A champion for underrepresented communities, she previously led the American Association of Blacks in Energy (AABE). Ms. Glover serves on boards including Talos Energy and Resources for the Future, and advisory boards for NREL and the National Academies. A National Petroleum Council member since 2014, she holds a B.S. in Marketing Management from the University of Delaware.


Hannah DuCre’ Rucker
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Hannah DuCre’ Rucker was a dedicate educator and administrator from St. Tammany Parish, Louisiana, who passed away from a courageous cancer battle in 2016 at the age of 64. She spent 34 years in the school system, eventually becoming a principal. A strong advocate for education and leadership, she earned both her bachelor’s and master’s degrees from LSU New Orleans, and Southeastern Louisiana State University, respectively. Known as Mu’tha to many, Rucker held the special title “Other Mother” by countless generations of students she nurtured through adulthood. Rucker was a cherished mother of three girls, NikKi, Kelly and Tiffany, and a grandmother to twelve and known for her love of family and a generous, infectious, and gritty spirit.


Peggy Montana
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Peggy Montana is an accomplished chemical engineer and energy executive with over forty years of experience. After graduating from Missouri S&T, where she was on the first-ever women’s intercollegiate volleyball team, she embarked on a decades-long career with Shell Oil. Rising through the ranks, she held senior leadership roles, including CEO of Shell Midstream Partners GP LLC, before retiring in 2015. Throughout her distinguished career, she oversaw global distribution, supply, and pipeline operations. Post retirement, she continues to serve on several corporate and non-profit boards, including Gibson Energy, Kodiak Gas Services, and the Houston YMCA. Peggy is known for her journey as a humble trailblazer who balanced a global career, family, and giving back to the workforce and her community.


Bill Shireman
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Bill Shireman is a serial social entrepreneur, policy innovator, and conflict mediator who has spent his life bridging divides between unlikely allies—capitalists and activists, conservatives and progressives. Growing up in a politically divided household, Bill learned early on the value of listening and finding common ground, a skill that shaped his career. As President of Future 500, he’s brokered groundbreaking agreements, from sustainable forestry standards to bipartisan carbon tax proposals. A UC Berkeley professor and author of seven books, including In This Together: How Republicans, Democrats, Capitalists, and Activists are Uniting to Tackle Climate Change and More, Bill is dedicated to revitalizing democracy and empowering the next generation of leaders to solve problems collaboratively. He’s got a soft spot for green tea lattes and meeting people from faraway places who stay at his Airbnb.


Nuala Murphy
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Nuala Murphy is a passionate entrepreneur, advocate, and leader in diversity and inclusion. As a Board Member at NOW Group and Committee Member at IoD Northern Ireland, she leverages her expertise in strategic thinking and marketing communications to tackle equality challenges and foster inclusive environments. A former leader in scaling the Lean In Movement, Nuala has advised on gender equality policies across industries and the third sector. Currently pursuing a PhD at Queen’s University Belfast, her research focuses on practical applications of gender equality policies. Nuala’s work empowers underrepresented voices, driving meaningful change and creating a more equitable society.


Stephanie Cox
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Stephanie Cox is a seasoned executive with over thirty years of leadership in the global energy sector. She serves on multiple public and private boards and is the founder of Blue Sky Ambition, a leadership development and executive coaching firm. Stephanie has led multibillion-dollar businesses and diverse teams across Texas, Louisiana, France, and Malaysia, fostering cultural diversity and inclusive leadership. Known for her authentic style, she creates environments of trust and psychological safety. Passionate about empowering others, Stephanie shares her experiences to help individuals and organizations achieve bold ambitions and purposeful leadership, driving meaningful impact in all they do.


Juliana Garaizar
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Juliana Garaizar is a trailblazing leader in venture capital, energy innovation, and climate solutions. She launched Greentown Labs Houston and is a partner at Greenbackers Investment Capital. She drives transformative partnerships and investments that accelerate the clean energy transition. A champion for diversity and inclusion, Juliana is a Kauffman Fellow and leads Portfolia’s Rising America Fund, empowering underrepresented founders. With over two decades of global experience spanning Europe, Asia, and the Americas, she has held leadership roles at the Houston Angel Network and Texas Medical Center. Juliana’s visionary approach bridges capital, innovation, and equity, shaping a sustainable and inclusive future for all.


Judaline Cassidy
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Judaline Cassidy is a feminist, union plumber, speaker, and disruptor of the status quo. Born in Trinidad and Tobago, she made history as one of the first women in Plumbers Local 371, Staten Island. In 2017, she founded Tools & Tiaras Inc., inspiring young girls to embrace trades. A CNN Champion for Change and L’Oréal Paris Women of Worth honoree, Judaline’s mantra, “Jobs Don’t Have Genders®,” drives her mission to empower women in male-dominated fields. Whether on stage or teaching girls to solder, Judaline is proof that grit and determination can build a life—and a legacy—from the ground up.


Lamé Verre
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Lamé Verre is an award-winning energy executive with over twenty-five years of global experience. She leads the UK’s sustainability and Net Zero agenda and co-founded ScanTech International Ltd., a low-carbon company, and Lean In Equity & Sustainability (LiNES), a global gender diversity enterprise. A Fellow of the UK Energy Institute, Lamé holds degrees from Warwick, Imperial, and London Business Schools, among others. A seasoned keynote speaker, she serves as a trustee and non-executive for organizations in the UK and US and recently contributed to the World Economic Forum’s Global Future Council on Energy Transition.


Dr. Paul G. Stoltz
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Dr. Paul G. Stoltz is the world’s leading authority on adversity, grit, and resilience, authoring five international bestsellers, including GRIT—The New Science of What it Takes to Persevere, Flourish, Succeed. As founder and CEO of PEAK Learning, Inc. since 1987, he has collaborated with top leaders and organizations worldwide. His Adversity Quotient® and GRIT tools are featured in Harvard Business School’s MBA and Executive Education programs, and his work is highlighted in Harvard Business Review, Today Show, Oprah, CNN, CNBC, Wall Street Journal and many other outlets. A guest lecturer at Stanford, Princeton, and INSEAD, Dr. Stoltz also leads the GRIT Institute and Global Resilience Institute, advancing human potential globally.


Natalie Valentine
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Natalie Valentine is a dynamic leader with twenty years of experience across upstream, downstream, chemicals, nuclear, and mining industries. A Chemical Engineer by training, she combines creative insight with analytical precision to solve complex challenges and deliver results. Her expertise spans strategy, M&A, project delivery, risk, HSE, and innovation. A founding sponsor of Worley’s Women Pipeline to CEO Program, Natalie was honored with the ALLY Energy GRIT Award for her industry and community impact. Currently leading Worley’s Mountain West operations, she is celebrated for her inclusive leadership, focus on growth, and dedication to empowering others.
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Michael Treadwell is a seasoned entrepreneur and the CEO and founder of Treadwell Holdings, overseeing a diverse portfolio of companies spanning real estate, energy, investments, and advisory services. His ventures, including Treadwell Real Estate Holdings, Treadwell Exploration and Production, and Global Project Management Consultancy, reflect his commitment to innovation, sustainability, and long-term value creation. With decades of experience, Michael is known for his resilience, adaptability, and strategic insight. Beyond business, he empowers aspiring entrepreneurs through initiatives like Local Entrepreneur Institutes. Michael’s leadership exemplifies a dedication to fostering growth, strengthening communities, and shaping a future of opportunity and shared prosperity.


Linda Lorelle

[image: ]
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Based in Houston, Texas, Peter Durand is the founder of Alphachimp LLC and Learning Community Manager at The Value Web. He is a member of Impact Hub Houston and an adjunct professor at Northwestern University Pritzker School of Law, teaching visual communication in the Master of Science in Law program. Born in Kenya and raised in Tennessee, Peter studied fine art, illustration, and industrial design across the US, France, and Poland. A trained facilitator in the MG Taylor Method™, Design-Thinking, and User-Centered Design, he collaborates globally on innovation projects. Above all, he cherishes fatherhood and the joy of creative exploration.
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