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Bonnie Erbe  0:00  
Hello, I am Bonnie Erbe. Welcome to To The Contrary. This week we'll continue our Women Thought Leader 
series with Carly Fiorina. Fiorina was the first fortune 50 female CEO of an American company 
Hewlett-Packard. She ran for the Republican Presidential Nomination in 2016 and now focuses on leadership. 
TTC Executive Producer Cari Stein spoke with Fiorina about her new book "Find Your Way". 
 
Cari Stein  0:03  
I'm here with Carly Fiorina. And we're excited about her new book and all her new endeavors, actually. This 
book that you just wrote is not a biography. It's not an autobiography. But it reads a little bit like one, because 
you use your experiences to tell you a story. Why did you decide to write it? And what do you hope readers 
especially women get from it? 
 
Carly Fiorina  0:44  
I wrote it because I feel as though a lot of people, women, maybe especially. feel perhaps especially now, kind 
of helpless and hopeless and powerless, we see so many problems that just fester. We're so disappointed by so 
many institutions. We were so disappointed by so many people with leaders somewhere in their title. And so I 
wrote this book to, I hope, inspire everyone that leadership isn't about your title, it's not about your position, all 
of us can lead. I know that from my own life. But I also know it from experience in life. All of us are capable of 
leadership. It's not about the position or title. It's not about how much money you make. It is about whether you 
change the order of things better and solve the problems in front of you. So I think we've got a lot of problems. 
And I think we need more leaders. And so I hope this book helps to lift more leaders up so that more problems 
may be actually gets solved. 
 
Cari Stein  1:55  
When you're talking about leadership. It sounds like a commentary on the politics of today. Is that what you are 
talking about? 
 
Carly Fiorina  2:03  
Well, so first, a lot of the work that we do through my foundation, and my business is in communities in 
nonprofits in small companies, where people have enormous latent potential, unlocked potential, if you can call 
it that, to make things better. However, so no, not in that sense. It's not political work. Yes, in the sense that I 
think the nature of our politics today contributes to people feeling helpless and hopeless and powerless. Because 
we keep talking about the same problems and nothing gets better. I mean, my gosh, how long have we been 
arguing about immigration? How long have we been arguing about health care how long we've been arguing 
about debts and deficits. And so I think people feel like, wow, nothing's getting better. And I also think that 
people look at how politics is conducted. And they don't see a lot of leadership there. And they don't see a lot of 
collaboration there. And those two things frequently go together. They don't see a lot of problem solving there. 
And so they get really frustrated and disappointed. And what I want is when people are frustrated and 
disappointed, instead of saying, Oh, I give up, there's nothing I can do is to say actually, okay, the answer isn't 
there. But there are some things I can do. 
 
Cari Stein  3:25  
Because it seems to me reading your book, and while you were reading about talking about problem solving, 
you would set you would talk about find the problem and solve it and that get the people together and figure it 
out. It seems that in our political climate right now, it's find the problem and find out how to use it to get elected 
next time and not to use it to solve a problem. 
 
Carly Fiorina  3:51  
That's right. I think that's completely correct. And it's why I say so often in this book. Leadership isn't about 
position and title. There are a lot of people with big titles who don't lead. Sometimes a leader has a title, but it 



isn't the title that makes them the leader. What makes them the leader is are they collaborating with others and 
solving problems. I think our politics is the perfect example of what George Washington tried to warn us about. 
In 1789 George Washington said the trouble was political parties as they will come to care only about winning. 
And I think they care only about winning. And you're absolutely right that politicians use festering problems to 
get reelected. They run on festering problems, they get people riled up, and giving money on festering 
problems. But meanwhile, the rest of us can actually change the order of things for the better. 
 
Cari Stein  4:50  
I want to go back in time a little bit. And I'd like you to talk a little bit about your people pleasing tendencies, 
and your "Aha" moment and what women can learn from that.  
 
Carly Fiorina  5:02  
When I grew up. I was the middle child, I was the parent pleaser. I was the peacekeeper. I was the one who was 
always going to do the right thing. I was never going to disappoint. I mean, we women kind of feel that way a 
lot, right? Oh, we can't make a mistake. We can't disappoint. We need to be perfect. I, that was me. That was 
me. And sometimes I still have that tendency. And I have to sort of hold myself back and say, wait a second, 
what am I doing here? One of the things that I think people are afraid of which I relate to, people are afraid, 
maybe particularly women are afraid of being criticized. But unless we get over that fear of being criticized, we 
can never unlock our own potential, we can never actually changed the order of things for the better. That fear 
of being criticized, that fear of making a mistake, that fear of not being perfect gets in our way, every single 
time. My "Aha" moment was when I realized I just couldn't please my parents anymore. They wanted me to 
stay in law school. I hated law school. I just hated it. And so I had to sort of make this choice. Am I going to 
spend my time doing something I truly hate to please my parents? Or am I going to disappoint my parents and 
figure something else out? Then ultimately, I really disappointed my parents. But thank goodness, eventually, I 
figured it out. 
 
Cari Stein  6:39  
And you use the path to find that. And eventually you weren't, you know, you didn't have a plan when you 
decided that you were leaving law school, but you found something? 
 
Carly Fiorina  6:52  
Well, it's one of the things I talk so much about in this book, I see so many people get hung up on the plan. 
Okay, the plan, I'm going to getting married by this point, I'm going to get this kind of job, I'm going to have 
this many kids, I'm going to make this much money. My plan was I'm going to go to law school, and I'm going 
to please my parents, and then eventually I get married and have kids, I had it all planned out. And then the plan 
blew up. Thank goodness, I blew that plan up. And from that point on, I've actually never had my life mapped 
out. And because I never had my life mapped out. Yeah, it's scary sometimes. But I could see the opportunities 
as they came along. I've seen a lot of people, women as well in, say, a business setting who get focused on that 
plan. And they miss so many of the opportunities that are sort of lying right there in front of them because it's 
not on the plan. And so so much of this book is about one of the ways unlock our potential, the easiest way, the 
most effective way to unlock our own potential is to work with others, and solve a problem. Change your your 
things for the better. And one of the best ways to ensure that we live a life that's fulfilling, and joyful and 
impactful is that we see all the opportunities that are in front of us and have the courage to take advantage of 
them. Instead of saying, nope, I gotta stick to the plan. Because sometimes the plan isn't what you thought it 
would be. 
 
Cari Stein  8:33  
Do you think women have different leadership styles than men? 
 
Carly Fiorina  8:37  



It's interesting, I think that women are natural problem solvers. And I think they're natural collaborators. I think, 
and so that, in a way gives women a leg up. It's not to say that men don't solve problems and can lead. In fact, 
I'm fond of saying that leaders all look different. But leadership is always the same. I believe that. However, I 
do think if your natural inclination is to solve problems, and let's face it, women have loads of problems in their 
lives. And they're trying to solve all those problems, sometimes for ourselves frequently for others. But that 
problem solving instinct is the right place to start. And I also think women naturally collaborate. 
 
We don't always expect the position or title. So we feel like we need to produce the results. Men sometimes 
expect the position their title maybe sometimes comes easier to them that they get the position and title. And 
then they get distracted and think oh, that's it. I've arrived, when all they have is a position in the title 
 
Cari Stein  9:42  
As the first female CEO of a Fortune 50 Company, which is a major accomplishment, obviously, for 
Hewlett-Packard, you were a pioneer, but you must have faced a lot lot of sexism and criticism. 
 
Carly Fiorina  10:04  
Well, you know, I was a first in many things. I was the first woman I was the first outsider. I was the first non 
engineer, I was the first person who didn't come from Silicon Valley all these first. And when you're different, 
it's different. It's always true. Whatever makes us different. It's different for those of us who are different. 
 
When I arrived at Hewlett Packard, I was focused on the things that we needed to do to transform the company 
because that was my mission. But everybody else was focused on oh my gosh, she's different. She's different. 
Oh, my gosh, she's a woman. So much conversation about my gender. It was just stunning to me. I really wasn't 
prepared for it. How silly that sounds now. But I didn't feel like a pioneer in that way. I was so used to being the 
the only woman among so many men that it just, it had ceased to be remarkable for me, unfortunately. But it 
was remarkable for everyone else. 
 
The questions that I was asked, which is different. So my first meeting with Business Week, they were doing 
this big story and the editor was there was such an important story and Hewlett Packard that they had started 
before I arrived. his very first question to me, was not what do you plan for the company? Not why you were 
hired? Not what are your ambitions but what designer major suit? When I ran for president, after one of my 
debate performances, my campaign manager was asked first question up, what designer are her shoes, it's 
different when you're different. And so often, all of us can get thrown off by that. But if we get thrown off by it, 
it's our problem. It's our problem. So yes, some of those things were very difficult. The criticism was different. 
When I ran for president, when I was a CEO, the criticism is different. It's why courage is so important. Because 
without courage, you can't ever get over that fear of being criticized. 
 
Cari Stein  12:20  
The run for president we'll get to in just a few minutes. But let's stay a little bit on your business, on your 
business career. And there were certain specific things that you talk about, that you had to deal with different, 
different nations. 
 
Carly Fiorina  12:39  
Well, my, you know, it started when I started, and it never ended. When I finally got an MBA, I started as a 
secretary, after dropping out of law school without a plan, I had to work. So I went to work in a nine person, 
real estate firm as a receptionist as a secretary. But when I finally got my MBA, I landed in Washington DC, 
working for at&t when it was then a million employees. And at the very bottom of the totem pole, and I was 
supposed to be partnered with a man who had established, long established relationships with customers that 
ultimately I was going to have to serve. And so the very first time that I was going to meet these customers, 
that's pretty important to know your customers, he decided to hold the meeting in a strip club, not so far from 



where we're sitting. And at that strip club, the way it was famous, because the young women would dress in 
baby doll, see through negligee and dance on the table. So that was my first client meeting. And you can 
imagine how terrified I was, terrified to look stupid. I did. Have a situation that I was unfamiliar with. I was to 
not be able to do my job. And so ultimately, I had to overcome all that and show up. And yeah, I looked like a 
fool. But when I got back to the office, my stock had risen and my colleague stock had fallen. And I learned 
something in that. 
 
Cari Stein  14:19  
It sounds a little sabotage like. 
 
Carly Fiorina  14:21  
Oh, it was oh, I mean, let's be clear this guy. This guy didn't like the fact that I was going to be partnered with 
him. And he was trying to scare me to death and sabotage me and make sure that I couldn't do my job from the 
moment I started. But here's the funny thing about that story. The end of that story, is that he and I became great 
colleagues, we became great colleagues, because I was humble enough to understand I actually needed him 
despite the incredible embarrassment of that meeting, I needed him, he had the relationships, and he knew the 
company, and I didn't. So I was humble enough to say, Okay, I gotta figure out a way to work with this guy. But 
I also learned, and I call this empathy that he was afraid of me. He thought I was the brand new model with an 
MBA, who was going to take his job, because he was getting older, and he was being passed by. So he was 
afraid of me. And I tell young women all the time, there are some men who are bad, and they behave badly. 
And I've encountered those two and bad people with bad behavior have to be confronted. But most people are 
thoughtless, careless, clueless, afraid. So they act out. And most of the time, we have to figure out how to work 
with them. And we figured out how to work together, properly. 
 
Cari Stein  15:52  
Go back to the presidential run, and criticism. Back when I think it was during a debate, you were asked about 
the comments that then candidate, now President Trump made in Rolling Stone saying, "Look at that face. 
Would anyone vote for that? Can you imagine that face the face of our next president?" Yet your responses in 
the debate was not what I guess most people would have expected? And you hadn't even planned for it? 
 
Carly Fiorina  16:29  
Yes. You know, so first of all, when when that was first reported to me, by my campaign staff, and I had a lot of 
women who work for me. And they were younger than I was, and they were all horrified, really, truly horrified 
and angry. And honestly, my first reaction was to laugh. And the reason I laughed is because I had experienced 
that so many times, that doesn't make it right. But I have experienced so many times. Men, using my 
appearance, commenting on my appearance positively or negatively, as a way to diminish me, to demean me, to 
dismiss me. And so for me, it was like, Oh, here we go again. Of course, he's commenting on my appearance. 
However, something else was called for, and I knew it would come up in the debate. So they said, Oh, what 
should we do? And what will you say? And I said, let's just see what happens. Because sometimes I think the 
best responses come in the moment. And so in the moment, I took words that Donald Trump had used only a 
moment before and referring to Jeb Bush, and I said, I think every woman in America heard what Donald 
Trump said. It was all that needed to be said, What was interesting, what happened next was Donald Trump 
said, Just for the record, I think it's a beautiful face. And I ignored him completely. Because you see, it was just 
as impressive appropriate for him to call me beautiful on a debate stage as to imply I was not attractive, neither 
are appropriate. And sometimes rather than getting into a fight with someone who's clearly behaving badly, you 
just have to highlight their behavior. His behavior was clear. 
 
Cari Stein  18:19  
Do you think that you'll go back into politics? 
 



Carly Fiorina  18:23  
Oh, I've learned never to say never. I've learned never to say never. But it's a difficult time in politics now, 
where either we assassinate someone's character, because we don't agree with them. I remember John McCain 
routinely being called a racist. He wasn't. But people disagreed with him. So we either assassinate someone's 
character, because we disagree with them. That's wrong. Or we excuse someone's character, if we do agree with 
them. And that's going on a lot right now, as well with President Trump. And that's just as wrong. 
 
Cari Stein  19:01  
You're Republican, but what do you think of the Democratic women running for the nomination? 
 
Carly Fiorina  19:07  
Well, first of all, I think it's wonderful. There's so many women running for the nomination. I think it's great. 
And I hope women will continue to run and to step up into public life. What I think is that Democrats have to be 
thoughtful and careful, because a lot of the policies that Democrats are all sort of coalescing around right now in 
their primary, men and women, I think we're probably not going to win when people are. Look, I disagree with 
President Trump on many, many, many things, including his approach to immigration, just as one. But when 
people start apologizing about taking a strong stand on immigration, I think that's not a policy that's going to 
win. 
 
Cari Stein  19:58  
So do you have any advice for any of the women? Or any of them? You know, do you think they're standout? 
Do you think that there might be another female candidate for president? 
 
Carly Fiorina  20:10  
Well, I guess I've learned not to predict much in politics, because I'm not sure I would have predicted any of the 
last four years in politics. But what I would say is, I ran for president because I think ours was intended to be a 
citizen government. I think we have too many professional politicians. I think we expect too many things to get 
solved in Washington, when Washington actually is the problem. And so I think it's great that people of all 
kinds participate. What I hope for is that over time, it's not quite as much about politics. And it's a little more 
about problem solving and real progress. 
 
Cari Stein  21:00  
What about in in the Republican Party? What Republican Party has gotten, has lost a number of women. And I 
remember back when there was a big push for a bigger tent, what needs to happen? Can it be can the 
Republican Party of today really be more female? 
 
Carly Fiorina  21:23  
I don't know. Honestly, I don't know. You know, I, I did not want President Trump to be the nominee of the 
Republican Party. And I did not want him to be the nominee, because I thought he would do lasting damage to 
the party, lasting damage to the image and the brand of the party, with people who matter, including women, 
but not limited to women. And I think that prophecy, unfortunately, is coming true. It's not to say that I disagree 
with him about absolutely everything. But I disagree with how he does things virtually every time and one of 
the things I say in this book, his character, is knowing that how you do things is as important as what you do, 
how we do things matters. And so I do not like how he does things. And I think the damage from how he does 
things is lasting. 
 
Cari Stein  24:50  
You've faced tragedy, illness, disappointments, but you haven't let that stop you. There's got to be room a real 
specific piece of advice that you have about people being able to move forward from things like that. 
 



Carly Fiorina  25:08  
Well, I first I tell people that disappointment, tragedy even, setback, illness it is part of life. You don't know that 
when you're starting out, you somehow imagine that you can get through life without bad things happening, but 
you can't. It is part of life. And I've endured some very, very difficult things. Having endured some of those 
things. I've also learned that no matter how terrible a time I went through, there was always somewhere in there, 
a blessing, a glimmer, some hope, someone who said to me at exactly the right time. I know what you're going 
through, or someone who lifted me up when I needed it. And so what I say to people is what I've learned is it is 
part of life. All of us are stronger than we know. Honestly, all of us have more potential than we know, I've seen 
that over and over again. And in the darkest times, see the people who are there to bless you with something 
even a kind word, see the people who are stretching out their hand. They are always there.  
 
Cari Stein  26:42  
Carly Fiorina, thank you so much for your time.  
 
Carly Fiorina  26:45  
Thank you for having me. 
 
Bonnie Erbe  26:46  
That's it for this edition of To The Contrary. Please follow us on Twitter, Facebook and Instagram and visit our 
PBS website. And whether you agree or think To The Contrary, see you next week. 
 
(Ends) 
 
 


