
Break Your Own Chains: 
A Woman's Guide to Self-Motivation

Words of Wisdom from the Women’s Network



My mother was an attorney for over 30 years. 
She was a woman in an o�en 
male-dominated workplace, surrounded by 
male attorneys and judges, with relatively few 
female peers. She once told me that 
throughout her career, she noticed that when 
female attorneys started working in the 
courthouse, they would o�en start wearing 
pant suits (instead of dresses or skirts) in order 
to fit in with the old boys’ club of older male 
attorneys and judges (many of whom were 
not used to working with women as 
professional equals), who wore sport coats 
and dress pants. My mother was proud that 
throughout her career, she wore a long black 
skirt and a sweater set every single day. She 
said, “I wasn’t going to wear pant suits to 
make my male colleagues more comfortable. 
They needed to get used to working with a 
woman, and I happened to be a woman who 
wore skirts.” What might seem like a simple 
fashion choice was actually a profound act of 
defiance. My mother was showing up as her 
authentic self, and she wasn’t worried about 
conforming to make her male colleagues 
more comfortable with her presence. The 
lesson I learned from this was that it is not my 
job to make those around me comfortable 
with my presence in a room. And I’m not just 
talking about your clothes. Do not conform 
your words, actions, dress, mannerisms, or 
ideas to make those around you comfortable 
with your presence. That is not your job. Take 

up space. Assert yourself and remember that 
you have just as much right to be in the room 
as anyone else. You are qualified. You are 
capable.
 I o�en find myself as the youngest person and 
only female in the room, whether it is within 
the labor community, with a company, a 
health and welfare fund, or a board meeting 
for a political cause. The labor movement still 
has a long way to go towards being truly 
inclusive and representative of our 
membership at the leadership level. But we 
have to be the change we want to see. The 
only way we will make space for more people 
like us at the table is if we dare to show up 
each and every day as our authentic, true 
selves. And if there’s one thing we can learn 
from our male colleagues, it is that they show 
up confidently each and every day. They 
don’t wonder whether or not they belong in 
the room or at the table. They simply act as if 
they do and make it so! If they can show up 
that authentically and confidently, certainly 
we can too.

In Solidarity,

Melanie Bartholf 
Melanie Bartholf is the Secretary-Treasurer 
of UFCW Local 1473 in Wisconsin, 
and a Regional Co-Chair of the Women’s 
Network

Never Conform!
A few words on womanhood in 
a male-dominated workplace



This world, this society, this system beats you 
up... again and again... until eventually we 
stop trying.
Ask yourself.. Do you want to be Someone 
that is defined by others or are you going to 
define yourself..?
Then...
• Start by accepting yourself for who you are, 
with your qualities and your shortcomings.
• Don't blame others for your own decisions 
and their consequences. Take responsibility.
• Recognize your mistakes, learn from them. 
Don’t’ be afraid of fear. Don’t be afraid of 
failing.
• People will say you are not smart or good 
enough! 
WRITE DOWN your goals, analyze what are 
you going to do to achieve them, how long 
will take you, do you have all the necessary 
tools? Do you lack any skills?  Find a class or 
training if needed. Ask for help, yes, it's okay 
to ask for help.
Don’t stop when someone said you can’t, or 
you shouldn’t, STOP letting others decide for 
you. Ask yourself what you want to do and if 
you really want it, DO IT
• Live in the moment. The past (with all it’s 
problems) is behind, don't keep carrying it 
with you.
• Break those chains that you put on yourself. 
If no one from you family went to college, 
break the cycle and be the first one. If no one 
from your family had traveled to di�erent 
places, be the first one to do it. You can go 

as far as you can dream.
• Prepare. If you are going to have a 
meeting, going to give a presentation, going 
to speak with a supervisor, going to speak 
with a co-worker, you should always prepare 
yourself, have an agenda of what you are 
going to talk about, have material ready to 
hand out, research the facts.
 Preparation will make you feel more secure 
in what you are going to talk about.
• Stop taking things so personally that it 
a�ects you. Focus on the things you can 
control, and the only thing you can control is 
YOU.
Empower yourself to set and defend your 
personal boundaries without apology
When women are respected and they have 
the ability and freedom to pursue their 
personal dreams and ambitions, life improves 
for everyone
Believe in yourself!
Define yourself as a fighter.
Be proud of yourself!
Love yourself!

In Solidarity,

Maria Rosa Lopez 
Maria Rosa Lopez
UFCW Local 324 Organizer, 
WN Board Member
Board Vice-president UFCW324

People always said you can’t, you shouldn't, you 
are not smart enough, you are not good enough.



I have this saying framed and on my desk at 
work. These words speak to me in so many 
situations it just helps me re-center. O�en in 
my professional life I have found myself being 
the “only” in several categories. I have been 
the only women, the only person of color, the 
only person of color and female in leadership 
at a meeting or discussion. Sometimes I would 
find myself feeling singled out for a female 
prospective, or a black person’s perspective 
instead of a professional prospective. Many 
times, it’s just to acknowledge you are at the 
table, but the group is not really trying to hear 
your voice. The result of that happening over 
and over is you subconsciously start to 
conform to the larger groups thought 
processes or opinions whether you agree or 
not just to fit in or to feel like you contributed 
something. 

Over the years I have certainly learned that 
being the “only” in the room or at the table 
requires a dose of confidence, preparation, 
and calmness. 
Through practice and experience at this 

stage of my life and career although there 
certainly are times where I still am the “only” I 
have honed the skills of being prepared, 
knowing where I stand on an issue and are 
confidently ready to express my position 
before I even walk into the room. 
If we learn to embrace being the “only” at 
times and handle it with confidence, 
preparation, and calmness our voices will not 
only be heard but respected.

Stronger Together,

Karen Brown
Karen Brown is the Executive Vice President 
of UFCW Local 75 in Ohio, and a Regional 
Co-Chair as well as Diversity Chair for the 
Women’s Network

NEVER BE content WITH SOMEONE ELSE’S DEFINITION OF you.

Instead, define yourself by your own beliefs,
your own truths, your own understanding 
of who you are and how you came to be.

AND NEVER BE CONTENT UNTIL YOU ARE happy WITH
THE unique PERSON YOU ARE.



Be the woman who fixes another 
woman’s her crown, without telling 
the world it was crooked.

In Solidarity,

Marcy Kelly 
Marcy Kelly
Education Director UFCW 1776


