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I would like to acknowledge that this book was 
written in Mi’kma’ki, the traditional and unceeded 
territory of  the Mi’kmaq. I pay respect to the 
Indigenous Mi’kmaq People, past, present and 
future, who have occupied this Island for over 
12,000 years.

Our name, Epekwitk, roughly translates to “cradled 
on water”. I recognize and honor the Mi’kmaq for 
our respective rights to reside here in harmony 
and for the continued wellbeing of  this territory. 

I strive to work together with the Mi’kmaq and other 
Indigenous nations to preserve the lands and waters 
and  to live out our roles and responsibilities as 
a settler within the sacred Treaties of  Peace and 
Friendship.

Mi’kma’ki is the word for the Mi’kmaq Traditional 
territory including all of  Prince Edward Island

& Nova Scotia, eastern New Brunswick,
Gaspé Peninsula, & southern Newfoundland.
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TO SUSAN 
How blessed are we to have 

a lifelong friendship where our paths
have intertwined, diverged, and weaved

together so beautifully?                       

...and TO SCOTT
For keeping me grounded and fully  

supporting my dreams.
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“There are oppressive, patriarchal systems in place.
Systems designed to keep you overworking

and under-earning.
Systems that have existed for centuries, designed to 

keep women and people of colour struggling
and broke.”

Rachel Rodgers. Author, We should all be millionaires

“Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our 
deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure. 

It is our light, not our darkness that most frightens us. 
We ask ourselves, ‘Who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, 

talented, fabulous?’
Actually, who are you not to be? You are a child of God. 

Your playing small does not serve the world. There is 
nothing enlightened about shrinking so that other people 

won’t feel insecure around you. We are all meant 
to shine, as children do.”

Marianne Williamson, A Return to Love: Reflections on the 
Principles of “A Course in Miracles”
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PREFACE

How do women succeed in a world where the rules of business 
were inspired by war strategy and written by men?
Answer: We make our own rules.

You started your business for freedom and flexibility and yet, here you are, 
often overwhelmed and feeling like a hamster stuck on a wheel. You’re 
working hard and grinding it out—squeezing in family and life responsibilities 
and occasionally remembering to take care of  yourself. Feeling guilty for 
the balls that get dropped. Beating yourself  up for not doing enough, no 
matter how hard you work.

Can I let you in on a secret? It’s not your fault. It’s nothing you’ve done wrong. 
It’s simply that the traditional rules of  business don’t apply that well to you. 
Which is why we’re changing them.

This book will help you rewrite your rules for business. She Rules will leave you 
feeling inspired, validated, comforted, and re-motivated. You’ll have a greater 
understanding of  how being a woman impacts your experience in business and 
how you can use that to your benefit to feel more confident, be in control, and 
make more money. 

That weight you feel on your shoulders (or on your chest or in your belly) will 
ease because you’ll learn that what you’re feeling is not all about you. You’ll 
learn how to shed your imposter syndrome and relax into your zone of  genius 
so that even when you’re going all in, it won’t feel like you’re working hard.
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This is not a “get rich quick” book. It won’t give you strategies on how to 
“skip the grind,” but it will reveal secrets to help you grow your business to 
where you actually have the flexibility and freedom you crave. 

Why am I so confident? Because as an expert in gender equity, 
I understand what makes you tick. I’ve made a career out of  supporting 
women as they shed society’s expectations of  them, break the rules when 
necessary, and create new pathways for success. All while working to change the 
systems that don’t work for women’s lives. 

I come from an entrepreneurial family in a tiny rural town, which taught 
me to value community and competition. 

As a business owner, I live with wild ambition and a desire for more. More 
wealth, more freedom, more time, more fun. And as a feminist business 
strategist, I’ve helped clients overcome huge challenges and hit massive 
revenue targets.

I want more for all women because I have a vision for this world we live 
in. One that is more equitable and just. One where women’s voices are 
honoured, valued, and amplified. One where women make lots of  their 
own damn money, solving their own damn problems.

So, dig in for the small tweaks and the profound shifts She Rules will bring 
to you. Skip around. Take breaks. Write in the margins. Embrace what 
speaks to you. Leave the rest.

SHE RULES
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SETTING THE STAGE

I am on a mission to increase the number of  women who have million-dollar 
businesses. 

You may be surprised to know that my mission is informed by a lifetime of  
working toward issues of  social justice. I spent many years leading a feminist 
organization, where my friend and colleague Michelle and I secured more than 
$8 million dollars in project funding. I got to work with hundreds of  women 
from all walks of  life on dozens of  projects and initiatives. 

One of  those projects was called “Paths to Prosperity: A Community Response 
to Poverty.” I led a team that included researchers from the local university, 
organizational staff, and a dozen subject matter experts —women living in 
poverty . . . women experiencing the weight of  broken systems. 

How inspiring it was to see some of  our subject matter experts build their 
confidence, make new community connections, and overcome their nerves to 
present our report with its suite of  recommendations to community leaders, 
including the premier and caucus.

It was both difficult and amazing to delve deeply into poverty—the swirly mess 
of  data, stories, cause and effect, intergenerational impacts, stigma, inequality… 
So complicated and challenging and yet, so simple—don’t we all want to live 
in a world where everyone has their needs met? And don’t we have enough 
abundance to make that happen? 

In part, Paths to Prosperity inspired my new career as a business coach for 
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women. Life is hard. And it’s really freaking hard when you live in poverty. 
Money doesn’t buy happiness, but it does have a positive impact on your health 
and well-being. If  you want to change the world, empower women to solve 
problems and make more money. Because when women have more money, 
they share the wealth with their children, their families, and their community. 

Deeply understanding that poverty is at the root of  many of  the challenges 
women face in their life, I chose to focus on supporting women to create their 
own economic prosperity, as we say in the report-writing speak of  my old 
world. Business strategy feeds me in a lot of  ways, and knowing that it helps 
women improve their financial wealth is a biggie.

Even though I spent much of  my adult life addressing the inequality that wom-
en face in life, I didn’t expect to see so much of  it in the business world. 

Wow, was I wrong. 

Early in my new career, I worked with Invest Ottawa, an economic develop-
ment organization that works to build a strong technology-focused business 
ecosystem. I was hired to help create gender, equity, and inclusion guidelines 
for the organization. They were interested in focusing on supporting more 
women in all areas of  their organization. 

In Canada, 37% of  self-employed people are women, and just over 15% of  
businesses with at least one employee are women-owned (Women Entrepre-
neurship Knowledge Hub, 2020). While this is encouraging, women-owned 
businesses are less likely to be considered high growth, which means having 
more than a 20% increase in revenues over three years (Women Entrepreneur-
ship Knowledge Hub, 2020). 

In 2017, the McKinsey Report presented an even bleaker picture, reporting 
that at this rate of  progress, it will take 180 years for women to reach parity in 
entrepreneurship (Devillard et al., 2019).

UGH.

Make no mistake: There are trailblazing women in business. Women have 
been running laundry stands, restaurants, brothels, daycares, and alehouses 
since the beginning of  time. And they’ve been behind the scenes in their family 
businesses, shouldering much of  the work and little of  the glory. 

At the beginning of  the 1900s, there were women like Madam CJ Walker,  

 

SHE RULES
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the first self-made Black woman millionaire (Bundles, 2020). She became a 
millionaire by solving a problem she knew and understood—finding good hair 
and beauty products for Black women. She’s an inspiration, not only because 
of  her business savvy, but also because she also became a philanthropist and a 
political and social activist. She used her money to make the change she wanted 
to see in the world.

Often, women found themselves in business out of  necessity, like Janet John-
ston, who ran Johnston’s Lobster Factory here on Prince Edward Island in 
the late 1930s and 1940s. She picked up her husband’s duties when he died 
suddenly. While I’m sure she faced significant challenges, she is remembered 
as well loved and respected in the community as an employer and fish buyer 
(Johnston, 1983). 

Despite stories of  amazing women entrepreneurs who overcame incredible 
challenges, women-owned businesses are still a relatively new phenomenon. 
We often forget this because women have discovered entrepreneurship and 
embraced it—the number of  women entrepreneurs has almost quadrupled 
over the last 40 years, growing at almost three times the rate of  men entrepre-
neurs (Bouchard & Bédard-Maltais, 2019).

But it’s not without challenges. 

We couldn’t get a bank account on our own in Canada until 1964—a full 
decade later in the US (PSAC, 2019). Weirder than that, it wasn’t until 1988 
that the US Congress passed the Women’s Business Ownership Act, eliminat-
ing outdated laws that required a husband’s signature on business documents, 
including getting a bank loan (Women’s Business Ownership Act, 1988). Let 
that sink in for a moment. The actual structures wouldn’t allow us to start a 
business without hubby’s permission until I was sixteen years old. In 1988 … 
when I was dreaming about being Melanie Griffin in Working Girl with her 
boxy blazer and office of  her own.

But Sara, you’re thinking, this is not the world anymore. 

Actually, it is. Women:

•  Shoulder more responsibility for household chores, regardless of
 whether they work outside the home or if  there are children in the  
 home—to the tune of  an extra five hours of  work per day (Hayes et  
 al., 2020).

SETTING THE STAGE
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•  Spend more time with their kids than housewives did in the 60s  
 (Dotti Sani & Treas, 2016).

•  Are underrepresented in all positions of  power and leadership, where   
 decisions are made that affect people’s lives: corporate, government,  
 public service, and education (Catalyst, 2020; UN Women, 2021; 
 Shi et al., 2019; Whitford, 2020).

•  Are portrayed in the media with unrealistic body expectations, speak  
 half  as much as men do on screen, and represent only 13% of  sub 
 jects and sources in the television newscasts monitored (Allen, 2018;  
 Geena Davis Inclusion Quotient; Global Media Monitoring Project,  
 2021).

•  Experience violence, harassment, and sexual assault at significantly  
 greater levels than men (Government of  Canada, 2021).

• At all levels, earn just 76.8 cents for every dollar that men earn
 (Canadian Women’s Foundation, 2021).

•  Earn/pay themselves 28% less than men entrepreneurs (Freshbooks,  
 2018).

•  Receive less than 3% of  all Venture Capital Funding (Bittner & Lau,  
 2021).

•  Face barriers accessing loans and capital for their business ventures  
 (Taylor, 2019). 

The gap is even wider for Black, Indigenous women of  colour, women with 
disabilities, and 2SLGBTQ+ people. In fact: 

•  Indigenous women working full time, full year earn an average of   
 35% less than non-Indigenous men, earning 65 cents to the dollar.  
 (Canadian Women’s Foundation, 2021).

•  Racialized women working full time, full year earn an average of    
 33% less than non-racialized men, earning 67 cents to the dollar.   
 (Canadian Women’s Foundation, 2021).

• Newcomer women working full time, full year earn an average of    
 29% less than non-newcomer men, earning 71 cents to the dollar.  
 (Canadian Women’s Foundation, 2021).
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I don’t tell you this to depress you. This is simply the reality. And it ain’t pretty. 
Things are clearly not working in our favour. 

By the way, if  you need to take a little break from the weight you may feel from 
reading those statistics, then feel free to wander off. Rage a bit, shake your head 
in disbelief, be pissed off. But do come back because there are solutions. 

So, what’s a gal to do? We want flexibility. And freedom. We want to serve our 
clients. And make positive changes in the world. We want to create meaningful 
employment for others. We want to create a legacy. We want to make money. 
We want the scale to tip in our favour sometimes or at least not have it weighted 
against us.

We’ve got the evidence (like it or not) that the business world is not an even 
playing field (see above). To better understand why, it’s important to under-
stand that traditional business strategy is based on a male-dominated military 
strategy. The Art of War by Sun Tzu, written in 500 BCE is often heralded as 
the “bible of  business strategy” (McNeilly, 2013).

Think about the language we throw around all the time—We’re “in the  
trenches,” trying different “tactics” and “guerrilla marketing strategies” to “hit 
our targets.”

“Is that the hill you want to die on?”

“They went into the meeting guns blazing.”

“You need to bite the bullet.”

The “rules of  engagement” for business have been written by men and were 
inspired by war strategy.

Not only are there echoes of  the military in our language, but the military is 
also at the core of  what business is traditionally about: 

Beat the competition (i.e., win the war). 

Maximize your profits (in war, winners control finite resources and land). 

Be tough. 

Know your enemy. 

Exploit weakness. 

SETTING THE STAGE
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Frankly, military-inspired business strategy doesn’t serve anyone any-
more. And it doesn’t need to be the foundation on which we grow our 
businesses.

It’s no wonder that fewer than 2% of  women in business earn seven 
figures. We’re playing a game we weren’t invited to and following a set 
of  rules that were written by white men, who most likely had women at 
home taking care of  the laundry and shopping for groceries. 

Let’s acknowledge that existing business strategy doesn’t serve us and get 
started creating something new. We can embrace our competitive spirit 
without needing to crush everyone around us. We can be fiercely ambi-
tious and celebrate other entrepreneurs’ success. We can listen to our 
intuition, while reviewing the hard data. 

We don’t have to hold ourselves and others to masculine standards that don’t 
serve us. Growing up in a culture where men wrote the rules means that 
our success is adjudicated by their rules and we judge ourselves (and other 
women) through their eyes (Beaton, 2021).

The sad thing is that we are so used to being judged through the male lens 
that we don’t even notice. 

Interrupting patterns that have been around for millennia doesn’t happen 
overnight. But timing is to opportunity what location is to real estate. And 
there has never been a better time for women in business. Service-based 
businesses continue to grow and expand. Technology allows us to work 
more efficiently and flexibly. The virtual world allows us to expand our 
potential client base.

We can use the strategies that work for us and dismantle the rest. 
We can work together. Support each other. Reject the “old boys’ club” 
rules that don’t serve us. Grow businesses that feed us (literally and figuratively) 
and become like Madam CJ Walker and use our wealth to influence 
change. 

I want to support all women. To help them uncover their ambition and 
revel in the freedom entrepreneurship can provide. I love big ideas and 
innovation. And making plans that result in achieving fantastic goals. 

SHE RULES
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And if  we’re going to find success in business, we have to take some of  
the good stuff  that men have taught us, trust our instincts, and make our 
own rules.

Now, who’s ready to play?

A SIDE NOTE ABOUT “WOMEN”
When I use the term ‘women’, I am referring to all people 
who use that label to describe themselves. While gender 
non-conforming folks have always been with us, we are in the 
early days of our collective understanding that gender isn’t a   
binary - male/female, man/woman. That gender is a great big 
continuum. 

At its core, this is a book about women and for women. My 
hope is that folks who are other genders may also find this 
guide helpful. 

It is also important to note that even if you are a woman, 
you may not see yourself in all aspects of this book. While  
gender is a significant factor in our experience, we are  
multifaceted with a diversity of life experiences, race,  
religion, ability, education, class, etc that also influence 
our experiences in the world. Feel free to embrace what  
resonates with you and reject what doesn’t speak to your 
lived experience!

SETTING THE STAGE
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I see you. You’re stumbling out of  bed at 4 am after a restless sleep so you can 
get three hours of  work done before you have to make lunches (according to 
everyone’s unique dietary needs) and get the kids out the door. Once they’re 
gone, you throw in a load of  laundry, reply to some emails, and pour some 
lukewarm coffee down your throat. The pressure keeps mounting. 

You feel flutters in your chest, and it damn well better be anxiety and not a 
heart attack because there is no time to see the doctor today. 

One of  the kids needs something at school, and who do they call? Mom. 

The car has to be taken for an oil change, but your partner has a 9–5 job, so it 
falls on you.

Did anyone remember to call in that prescription? Oh great, out of  refills ….

2020 gifted us a global pandemic, the effects of  which we’re feeling years later, 
and so those of  us who do it all are doing more …

And yet, you’re managing to “do it all and more.” There’s a weird honour 
to hearing someone say, “I don’t know how you do it! You’re amazing!” But 
amazing is not how you feel.

You feel ground down. Flat. Exhausted. With every new request, you feel like 
you’re being pecked to death by chickens. 

You’re worried about all of  the things, at home and at work, but you’re push-
ing through because you refuse to quit. Why? Because you’re a leader, the 
one everyone relies on. In your family, with your circle of  friends, and in your 
business. And because what the hell other choice do you have? You’ve got 
bills, mouths to feed, clients to serve. And also, because you want to. You want 
to grow your business, to serve your clients, to do what you love. You want to  
create the life you dream about. 

Yet, you spend so much time feeling guilty. For the time spent away from your 
kids. For the time spent working on your business. For the extra unpaid time 
you put into a client project. For phoning in a client project. So much time 
in your own head, examining and re-examining your decisions and beating 
yourself  up. 

You are the greatest asset in your business. And yet that’s not how you treat 
yourself. (Don’t beat yourself  up over this, too. Keep reading).

Women are socialized to be caregivers. People pleasers. Selfless mothers.  

WELCOME

SHE RULES
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Nurturing. Kind. Endlessly patient. Accommodating. (Jackson, 2016)

This is what we’re taught. From the time we are sorted into pink and blue  
onesies. These days, much of  the gendered messaging is far less overt than 
it once was, thank goodness. But the messages we learned are deep and  
ingrained.

In short, we are taught to prioritize everyone else over ourselves.

How do we square this with the fact that, as small business owners, we’re the 
first, and often the greatest, asset we have in our business? Let’s look to other 
sectors where “the person” is the asset. 

How about athletes and musicians? A professional athlete knows their career 
longevity depends on how they care for their bodies. They treat themselves 
with care, especially if  they’re not at their best. When they’re feeling exhausted 
or injured, they take appropriate measures. They rest. Without apology.

What do we know about pro athletes? We know that they narrow their focus 
and really take care of  themselves. They exploit their natural talents. They 
practise to hone their skills. They’re getting massages and acupuncture. They’re 
doing ice baths. They’re working with physiotherapists. They’re doing mindset 
work. They make it a part of  their training to actively take care of  themselves 
because “they” are their career. Pros are their greatest asset.

Athletes also know how to keep going when they’re not at peak performance. 
Playing competitive sports while injured is risky, but people do it anyway. They 
do it for the Olympic aspirations, for the money, for the love of  the game, for 
personal satisfaction. They do it because their living depends on it. 

Professional musicians are the same. Lady Gaga lives with severe chronic 
pain from fibromyalgia, often experiencing full-body spasms. She has said she 
doesn’t know how other people deal with debilitating illness without the same 
financial and moral support that she has. But she keeps going. 

Just like musicians and elite athletes, the business women I know push through 
the pain (literal and figurative). We have strong work ethics. We are driven. We 
have a yearning and a longing for more. We want to be able to perform on our 
own terms. We’re excellent at pushing through because our living depends on 
it, too. And we love the feeling of  winning—of  landing a new client, nailing the 
speaking engagement, or delighting a client.

That’s where the similarities end, isn’t it? Pro athletes and entertainers are 
glorified, highly paid, and revered by many. Of  course, they should be taking 
good care of  themselves. When they’re injured and when they’re well.

SETTING THE STAGE
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The world doesn’t quite feel the same way about the average woman. And yet, 
here we are. Less than a hundred years after earning the “right” to be consid-
ered people under the law,1 despite the uneven playing field, women are doing 
everything men do. We open bank accounts, vote, run empires, lead govern-
ments, and change our own tires (if  we choose to). 

We smash glass ceilings while also raising the floor. We challenge the roles 
society has written for us and yet, we’re still somehow the ones expected to 
remember that we’re out of  milk and it’s our mother-in-law’s birthday.

Why doesn’t anyone want our autographs? Why aren’t we all millionaires? 
This is gruelling work. Rewarding? Of  course. But it’s not a walk in the park. 
And at the same time, nobody is forcing us to do it. We’re doing this because 
we have a hunger for more.

As ambitious women, if  we’re going to create our own rules while trying to 
navigate business in a man’s world, we also need a plan to protect ourselves. 
We have to get clear on the things we need to do to build successful, profitable, 
sustainable businesses as women. And then? We’ll show them what it really 
means to “run like a girl.”

1. The People’s Case marks the “historic decision to include women in the legal definition of  “persons” was 
handed down by Canada’s highest court of  appeal. This gave some women the right to be appointed to the 
Senate of  Canada and paved the way for women’s increased participation in public and political life. Though 
this decision did not include all women, such as Indigenous women and women of  Asian heritage and descent, 
it did mark critical progress in the advancement of  gender equality in Canada” (Government of  Canada, 2021)

A SIDE NOTE ABOUT AMBITION
If you’re reading this wondering, who is Sara talking to and ask-
ing yourself if you’re wildly ambitious, take a moment to sit 
with those thoughts. Does the word “ambition” make you 
a little uncomfortable? This might be because it can be used    
as a polite way of judging women for being selfish. Um hum, an 
excellent example of a characteristic valued in men but not in 
women. She Rules is as much about unlearning the old rules we 
are taught as it is about embracing new ones.

Ambition is a bold descriptor. So how about this to start? 
Have you ever been described as a firecracker? Do you have 
a yearning for more? Are you a go-getter? A self-starter? 
A doer? Do you have secret desires for success that you 
haven’t told anyone about yet? Yes? You, my friend, are 
ambitious. So, let’s own it. And get on with making it happen.  

SHE RULES
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I grew up and married into fishing families. On my dad’s side, we are sixteen 
generations of  fishers and trace our fishing roots 400 years back to the Basque 
region of  France. My life has always revolved around fishing. About sixteen 
years ago, large boats from another province started fishing in our region’s 
waters using unsustainable fishing methods. We were worried the herring 
stocks would collapse like the cod did in the 1990s, which would be terrible for 
the herring, the ecosystem, and our livelihoods.

It was a big deal—fishers protested with escalating intensity over a three-year peri-
od. There were riot police on the wharf, and fishers were arrested. At the beginning 
of  the fourth year of  this annual shit show, I formed an organization with three 
other women called Women for Environmental Sustainability (WES). As an activ-
ist group, we had one goal—save the herring stocks—and time was running out. 

In the beginning, someone gave me a copy of  Saul Alinsky’s Rules for Radicals 
(Alinsky, 1971). I loved it and read them over and over figuring out how to 
apply them. We were relentless. We leveraged political circumstances. We 
made the government live up to their own rules. We mounted a massive grass-
roots campaign (before I even knew what that was). And we won. 

It took less than six months.

There were many things in our favour, but it was Saul’s Rules—our strategy—
that laid the foundation on which we built the plan to win. 

And, so, when I started in business, I naturally went looking for strategies and 
advice to help me understand how to succeed in this new world. Sales were 
not part of  my “not-for-profit” job, and I was scared of  selling. I could write a 
proposal for $300,000, but I couldn’t ask you for $20 for my kid’s raffle tickets. 

As a result, one of  the first books I read was called Pitch Anything: An 
Innovative Method for Presenting, Persuading and Winning the Deal by Oren 
Klaff (Klaff, 2011). I’ve long forgotten the details, but it was full of  advice on 
how to be the alpha at the negotiating table. How to crush the competition. 
How to appeal to their lizard brain and manipulate situations to win at all 
costs. It was . . . interesting, but more in a sociological study, “I can’t believe 
people act like this” kind of  way. I was horrified by the hierarchical, caveman, 
chest-beating, militaristic rhetoric. 

I wanted to be a high performer, so I binged Tim Ferris podcasts as I walked 

WHY I WROTE SHE RULES

SETTING THE STAGE
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the beach. I wanted to have big growth, so I read the 10X Rule by Grant 
Cardone. And I wanted to figure out how to be a better marketer, so I listened 
to books and podcasts by Gary Vaynerchuk.

The advice was so full of  privilege and devoid of  the practical realities of  my 
life—summer childcare to arrange, aging parents to support, back-to-school 
shopping to be done … 

Don’t get me wrong, the men have great nuggets of  wisdom and strategy we 
can use, but it wasn’t the strategy I needed to deal with the shit that was in front 
of  me each day. 

Luckily, I discovered women leaders like Eleanor Beaton. I got business 
advice that resonated and permission to not make cupcakes for the kids’ classes. 
I learned so much from her podcast that I went on to enroll in two of  her 
programs. The first on podcasting was invaluable as I launched my radio show. 
And her fantastic program, Power, Presence, Position helped me refine my 
business vision and messaging.

I found Annie Duke’s book, Thinking in Bets: Making Smarter Decisions 
When You Don’t Have All the Facts. And revisited Laura Vanderkam’s body 
of  work, which better speaks to the whole of  women’s experience. I shouted 
from the rooftops when I read Fair Play by Eve Rodsky, a book that offers 
practical solutions for the unequal distribution of  household labour.

But I couldn’t stop thinking about the stats for women in business. 

Every business starts at zero, but why do 86% of  women-owned businesses 
get stuck at the hardest stage—making less than $100,000/year?  Why are 
most women grinding it out with none of  the freedom or flexibility they 
dreamed about when they started their business? 

How do we move the needle so that more than 12% of  us are making $101,000– 
$999,000/year? 

And how do we expand the 2% club—the ones making more than a million  
dollars a year in annual revenue? It is still groundbreaking for women 
to achieve significant success in business.  How do we turn that path these 
trailblazers have created into a superhighway, where there are loads of  entry 
points for everyone? And how do we make sure that those who are succeeding 
are not just middle-class, white women?

Luckily, I didn’t have to go far when I started looking for really successful women  
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in business because I’ve had a front seat view of  my dear friend Susan’s thirty-year 
business career.  

After decades working as a CFO (Chief  Financial Officer) at a number of  
tech companies, Susan founded her first business in 2012 and sold it in 2018. 
She sold because she had cofounded another company that needed all of  her 
attention. Numbercrunch provides full-service, outsourced financial solutions. 
Which, by the way, is an entirely new class of  service in the financial space. 
That she created. So innovative and brilliant. 

Her success is not without a multitude of  challenges, but I’ve also observed 
her uncover her ambition and blaze her own trail—embracing the rules 
of  business that work for her and ignoring the ones that don’t. As a result, 
she’s created a company with a diverse workforce that employs more than 
two dozen people and supports hundreds of  small business owners. And she 
volunteers tirelessly in her business community to support and champion diversity, 
inclusion, and belonging for entrepreneurs. 

Being on Susan’s journey with her helped me understand that successful 
business women are extraordinary . . . and normal people at the same time. 

So, when an internet radio station reached out in the summer of  2019, 
I jumped at the chance to create a radio show/podcast called “Breakthrough.”  
Before the pandemic hit and I had to shift focus, I interviewed two dozen 
women from all walks of  life who hit seven figures and beyond. We had amazing 
conversations about their businesses, their lives, the obstacles they faced, and 
the opportunities they identified. 

I wanted to know about them. To see if  I could see the common themes that 
revealed a pathway and an action plan so I could replicate their success with 
my clients . . . and in my own business. How lucky was I to have twenty-four 
conversations with modern-day trailblazers? 

She Rules is a combination and a culmination of  those conversations, my deep 
understanding of  women’s experiences, and external factors that are always at 
play. It combines my love of  strategy, planning, and business with my practise 
of  changing systems from the inside. 

She Rules is a book about business strategy. But more than that, I’ve created a 
feminist business strategy. It is leading-edge, fresh, and is designed to help you 
achieve the business success you dream about, without losing yourself.

Ready to keep going?
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FEMINIST BUSINESS STRATEGY: A PRIMER
This is a book about feminist business strategy, so let’s take a look at what 
that actually means. I find we often throw around words without having a 
shared understanding of  what they mean. So, I’m going to start by unpacking 
what I mean by “feminism,” “business,” and “strategy.” Then, I’ll pull them 
together to explain what I mean by a “feminist business strategy.” Let’s dig in.

FEMINISM: THE SHE RULES DEFINITION

There isn’t one area of  life that doesn’t have a gender lens to it. It touches 
everything, from our experiences in our families and our social lives to our 
educational and employment opportunities. 

While there are many, many definitions of  feminism, mine is this: 

Feminism is a belief  and a movement that actively works to ensure equal rights 
and opportunities for women in all areas, at all levels. 

I worked for a feminist organization whose mandate was to “increase the status 
of  women on Prince Edward Island,” regardless of  race, religion, or socio- 
economic status. Regardless of  whether they knew who we were or shared 
our politics. As a result, I’ve always taken a “feminism is a big tent” approach. 
If  you see yourself  in the movement, then come on in, and get ready to learn 
(and unlearn).2

My feminism is ever-evolving. As the daughter of  a second-wave feminist, 
I grew up in the women’s liberation movement, a largely white middle-class 
women’s movement that excluded the voices and experiences of  racialized 
women and 2SLGBTQ+ people. I didn’t know at the time that the movement 
I saw myself  and my mother reflected in excluded so many other voices (hello, 
white privilege). It was uncomfortable to realize this, and I’m thankful for the 
evolution of  this movement and my understanding.

I’m grateful for the third and fourth waves of  feminism that pushed me to 
engage more deeply and critically with the feminist movement and my 
place in it. Along the way, I’ve been inspired by Black scholars like Kimberlé 
Crenshaw, who introduced the concept of  intersectionality—how certain 
aspects of  who you are will increase your access to the good things or your 
exposure to the bad things in life (Steinmetz, 2020).

2. Over time, I did create a caveat to my “big tent” philosophy: you need to believe that women have the right 
to have autonomy over their body.
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It makes so much sense—of  course, women’s experiences are not the same! 
Your race, class, socio-economic status, religion, and gender are but some 
of  the overlapping and interdependent systems of  discrimination or 
disadvantage, privilege or advantage you experience.

An intersectional feminist lens is one of  ongoing change, growth, discomfort, 
and transformation. A commitment to actively learning and unlearning and 
then choosing your path to doing better. It is about being thoughtful and 
remembering that not everyone has had the same experience as you. 

I come from a working-class family in a small rural community. I live with 
a disability. I’m white, straight, and middle-class (now). These aspects of  my 
experience indicate places where I am more or less advantaged. We likely share 
similarities and differences in our experience.

FEMINISM AND THE PATRIARCHY
So, what is the patriarchy anyway? It’s a complex system of 
gender politics that enforces strict and outdated norms and 
rules on our behaviour and the way we interact with one  
another based on our gender. 

Men tend to benefit from patriarchal systems, but they are 
also held to unreasonable standards. Traditionally the “man 
box” has been pretty small—they must be strong, unemo-
tional, aggressive, and hyper-heterosexual. 

Women are characterized as emotional, maternal, and 
dependent. Any deviation from these norms can result in 
judgement, both internal and external. From the perspective 
of a patriarchal structure, the boxes in which men and women 
should live are different and tiny.

“Smashing the patriarchy” means observing these societal 
expectations and working to change them to create a better 
world for everyone, regardless of your gender, race, religion, 
ability, or socio-economic status.
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BUSINESS: THE SHE RULES DEFINITION

Now that we have a working definition of  feminism, let’s look at business. 
Business in its most basic form is the trade and the purchase and sale of  
products or services to make a profit. Business is fun. It provides an opportunity 
to stretch and grow. To have flexibility and freedom. To solve problems and 
create something new. 

Business is nested in a capitalist structure. Capitalism is often thought of  as an 
economic system in which individual people or corporations own and control 
property in accord with their interests. The essential feature of  capitalism is the 
motive to make a profit.

Capitalism creates inequality—we’ve seen the erosion of  the middle class and 
a greater divide between rich and poor over the past fifty years. It creates 
billionaires whose wealth is built on the backs of  poorly paid workers. Even 
though we know capitalism creates inequality, it’s what we, as a society, have 
right now. 

While there are big players like Amazon and Walmart, the backbone of  our 
economy is small business. Systems are made up of  people, including millions 
of  business owners, who can choose to make decisions that are both profitable 
and work to make the world a better place. 

In 2020, during Black Lives Matter, I saw a lot of  business owners actively 
seeking out Black-owned businesses to support and work with. For example, 
an online group I’m in created a directory of  Black-owned marketing 
businesses—copywriters, web developers, agencies, graphic designers, etc.—
that group members could hire for various marketing contracts. 

The more we understand our privileges and the inequality in the world and 
can see ourselves in the change, the more we will use entrepreneurship to work 
toward that change. 

STRATEGY: THE SHE RULES DEFINITION

And, finally, strategy is your cheat sheet. A way to cut through the noise 
and stay focused and clear on your path forward to accomplish the goals 
you want for your business and life. It’s a combination of  the big picture 
and the details that are going to guide you to where you want to go. 

SHE RULES



19

A plan to get you from where you are to a target you want to hit. It keeps 
you on track, working smart, and with purpose.

For example, you may choose to have a cost strategy, a differentiated product 
or service strategy, or a focus on a niche strategy. Using a brand most people 
know, Walmart has built its business by beating the competition based on 
price. Having the best prices helps them make all their decisions, whether 
it is where they source their products, how they set up their store, or what 
brands they carry. 

A company like Knix is focused not on price but on creating an innovative 
solution to an age-old problem. As a business that sells period underwear to 
women who need them, they are competing directly with well-known sanitary 
napkin companies but with a significantly different product. Their strategy was 
to solve the same problem as their competition, but in a very different way.

Business strategy can feel big and dramatic, but it should be simple and expand 
as your business does. For example, solopreneurs can easily identify their strategy 
and create a plan in 90 minutes once every 90 days. For example, you can 
check out my 90 for 90 program at https://sherules.biz.

Strategy can also be reflective of  your industry or sector. For example, 
service-based businesses often bootstrap their growth, which means they self-
fund, because the cost to get started is quite low. This means you begin focusing 
on selling your services to clients pretty quickly because you need the money to 
fund your business (and lots of  other reasons too).

Contrast this to a SaaS business (Software as a Service), where the founder 
needs to create the software before it can be sold. Let’s use Canva as an example. 
Before the founder of  Canva could sell anything, they had to develop the soft-
ware, test it, refine it, etc., which all costs money. This means that a SaaS 
business will likely want to focus on product development and finding investors, 
since they are unlikely to be able to bootstrap the business. In other words, your 
area of  focus and plan of  action is different based on your industry or sector. 

Other strategies are more universal. When focused on growing a business, 
others (mostly men) understand they must surround themselves with a strong 
support team. A partner who stays at home, dry cleaning, laundry service, 
meal services, housekeepers, fully-serviced apartments or houses, a personal 
assistant, a manager for their personal stuff. 

And they do so unapologetically.  Their strategy is to pick a lane, put the blinders 
on and go for it. Behind every great man . . . and all that. And they don’t have it 
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wrong! It is a strategy that works, and it’s been working for them for a long time.

 The rub is, women don’t and can’t stick to one lane. We are knocking ourselves 
out trying to have success while being the player and the support team. We 
can’t win playing by the old rules because they don’t apply to us. That’s why 
we need a different strategy. 

FEMINIST BUSINESS STRATEGY

The systems we want to change are made up of  people, so feminist business 
strategy focuses on the personal and the world around us—your community, 
however you choose to define it.

Feminist business strategy is about abundance and freedom. In other 
words, we want to make money, and we want to do it on our own terms. 

Being a woman impacts your experience, and feminist business strategy 
accounts for the complexity of  women’s lives. It recognizes and celebrates 
that our experience in the world is different from men. It honours the 
whole of  you and amplifies your voice. It reminds us that we are working 
for a better world for all. And that includes doing your part to create the 
many entry points on the superhighway to seven figures.  

Feminist business strategy is about learning and unlearning—the toxic 
messages that keep us in tiny boxes are everywhere. The more you know, 
the more you’ll see the oppression you’ve been living with, both 
external and internal. And the easier it will become to sidestep society’s  
expectations (and your internalized version of  them).

And feminist business strategy includes fun. Despite the “angry feminist”  
stereotype, feminist business strategy is enjoyable, exhilarating, and 
amazing. As business owners, we’re creating the life we want, after all.

And, finally, feminist business strategy is about you. It’s about building 
your confidence, uncovering your unique skills, and fuelling your ambition. 

I’m pretty pumped you’re on this journey. We’re going to dig into the rules 
now, and I can’t wait to see how you apply them.
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A NOTE ABOUT MEN
I have a button from my 20s that emerges from time to time 
that says, “Men of quality are not threatened by women 
seeking equality.” 

It is easy to focus on the men who are not quality. And for a 
lot of my career, I did. I raged against the “mediocre white 
man” who had all the confidence, yet few of the skills of the 
women who reported to him. The men who are violent. Who 
harass. Who mansplain. Who pay unequal wages. Who hang 
out at the old boys’ club, making deals that benefit each other. 
Who attribute their success to hard work with no idea how 
much privilege they enjoy.

But  here’s the thing: I am far more hopeful  about men these 
days. While I mostly work with women, the men I know in my 
business world are all wonderful humans. They are collabora-
tive, thoughtful, and respectful. 

Please surround yourself with men of quality. And 
remember that they grew up in the same patriarchy soup 
as you—they contend with toxic masculinity, strict bound-
aries on what is acceptable behaviour, and a general lack of 
understanding of how much the world caters to their every 
whim (I’m talking specifically about white men here). 

But they want to live in a more equitable world as well. They have 
learning and unlearning to do. As business owners, they can 
benefit from employing a feminist business strategy and many 
of the rules, strategies, and tactics I outline here.

While it’s not our job to educate men on how to do better, 
given the enduring unequal distribution of household labour, 
everyone should read Fair Play by Eve Rodsky. Yep, 
support women in business by teaching men how to be better 
partners and fathers.

SETTING THE STAGE



22

HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE
This book is designed for you, the one with the stack of  unread business 
and self-help books on your shelf. I encourage you to read the six 
She Rules and, beyond that, flip through the rest of  the book. Find the 
affirmations, applications, tactics, and strategies that speak to you in 
the moment.

One important note to keep in mind: Many of  the exercises and activities 
in this book are intended for people at different stages of  business growth 
(more about that later in the Make a Plan According to Your Stage of  
Business section). Some are intended for the early days, while others are 
better suited for women who have been in business for years. Take what 
you can from those that apply to you but do read the others to remind 
and/or inspire you of  where you’ve been and where you’re going. I hope 
you’ll come back to this book throughout your business journey, both in 
good times and in challenging ones.

As a special bonus for buying this book, you can download the accompanying 
She Rules Workbook at https://sherules.biz/workbook

I also hope you’ll join the She Rules Facebook Group. I would be delighted 
to hear from you—how you’re using the rules, your wins, and the 
challenges you’re facing as you apply these new rules of  business to your 
world. We will deepen the conversations as we co-create the success the 
She Rules will bring to all of  us. 

Finally, there’s a section at the back of  the book where I list the resources 
I talk about throughout the book. 

Let this be your guide to doing business as an ambitious woman in a 
man’s world. May it inspire and energize you as you build momentum 
and be your soft place to land on your hard days.
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Sara Roach-Lewis teaches ambitious women the strategies they need to 
claim their confidence, scale their businesses, and double their revenues. 
With decades of  experience as a feminist business strategist, Sara has 
supported thousands of  women to shed society’s expectations and create 
new pathways for success. 

After her dream job left her burnt out, Sara made a radical shift by putting 
her own needs at the top of  her priority list. The strategies she employed 
led to a thriving coaching practice with revenues that double each year, 
a happy heart, and a healthy 80-pound weight loss.

A life-long learner, Sara holds a degree in psychology from Mount Allison 
University. She’s  a certified coach and holds diplomas in business admin-
istration and journalism, and in alternative dispute resolution (mediation 
and conflict resolution) from the University of  Prince Edward Island. 

Sara believes that gender equity will solve all of  the world’s problems and 
that by advancing more women we build a better world for everyone. She 
Rules: What You Didn’t Know is Holding You Back in Business is Sara’s 
first book.
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