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F o r e w o r d

My son, Matthew Shepard, was murdered in 1998 in Laramie, 
Wyoming, simply because of his sexual orientation. He was 
a caring and selfless young gay man with a bright future. His 
death brought to the public’s attention the horror of violence 
based on sexual orientation. I was determined that Matt’s life 
and death should have a more lasting meaning. Soon after 
Matt’s death, my husband, Dennis, and I started the Matthew 
Shepard Foundation, and we have since devoted our lives to 
ending hate-based violence and passing federal legislation 
that offers greater protection to LGBTI Americans who find 
themselves victims of senseless violence.

The process of passing a major piece of legislation was 
daunting, and the resistance we faced in Congress both sur-
prised and angered us. Yet Dennis and I persevered, working 
closely with the Human Rights Campaign (HRC) and its vi-
sionary leader, Elizabeth Birch. The partnership gave us great 
hope, support, and the will to carry on. When Elizabeth left 
her post at HRC, we wondered about the future and what it 
would mean to our important work. But when Joe Solmonese 
took the helm, we knew that we had a strong, empathetic, 
strategic leader and, ultimately, a good friend for life. Den-
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nis and I felt immediately comfortable and confident in Joe. 
Calm and poised, he had an aura of competence and clarity 
about the path forward. Confident that this legislation was 
something we could accomplish, Joe never took his eyes off 
that goal— not for one day. While he took the work very seri-
ously, he never took himself or his position too seriously.

Some people felt that Joe appeared too focused on the 
work, on the details of the plan, rather than on expressing his 
anger, given the gravity of the work. As an introvert, I think 
his disposition drew us closer. While I had more than enough 
reason to express my anger as I walked through the halls of 
Congress, I knew that to do so would likely keep us from ac-
complishing our goal. I would be lowering myself to the most 
base of reactionary behavior, and that was something I was 
unwilling to do. So I kept my anger in check. Recently I was 
surprised to learn from Joe that it was I, more than anyone, 
who had inspired him to channel his anger in ways that led 
to greater effectiveness and, ultimately, to write this book. I 
had never thought of it that way, but when I reflected back on 
the many difficult conversations I’d had over the years, the 
endless insulting, misguided, and erroneous things I had to 
listen to about our mission, I realized that I too had learned to 
channel my anger in a way that would create a lasting legacy 
for my son. With Joe’s guidance, patience, and help, the Mat-
thew Shepard and James Byrd Jr. Hate Crimes Prevention Act 
(HCPA) was passed and signed into law by President Barack 
Obama October 29, 2009. This legislation has helped millions 
of people live free from the hate-based violence that our fam-
ily faced.
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Today I consider Joe part of my family. He has been a 
blessing for me. He navigated the difficult world he found 
himself in, took the anger he felt at the injustices we faced, 
and became a thoughtful creator and leader of transforma-
tive and lasting change. We all have something to learn from 
him. I learned from Joe that politics, and accomplishing real 
change, is a tough and sometimes ugly business. I respect that 
Joe handled it with such grace. The fact that he is forthright 
and upfront with people is important and aligns with how I 
feel about the work that the Matthew Shepard Foundation 
accomplishes. The Gift of Anger brilliantly connects Joe’s 
unique experiences with life lessons that anyone can use. I 
love his no-nonsense approach to finding common ground 
and to creating alliances for mutually beneficial results. More 
important, Joe understands how people think. He shares his 
perspective on how to get the most positive outcomes in dif-
ficult situations. Joe’s ability to take the long view is anything 
but effortless, yet readers will find, as I have, that with careful 
attention, anything is possible.

— Judy Shepard 
May 2016
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I n t r o d u c t i o n

On the morning of December 22, 2010, I found myself stand-
ing backstage in an auditorium at the Department of the 
Interior, waiting for the president of the United States. Barack 
Obama was on his way to sign into law the bill that would end 
the discriminatory policy known as Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell 
(DADT). For seventeen years, brave men and women who had 
been serving their country in silence had been fighting to end 
this ban. As president of the Human Rights Campaign, the 
largest LGBT civil rights organization in the country, I had 
the privilege of leading the organization’s efforts and working 
alongside President Obama to get this landmark legislation 
passed into law. On that historic morning, I would have a few 
minutes backstage to chat with the president before I took my 
seat among hundreds of witnesses, including LGBT activists, 
journalists, bloggers, and service members most impacted by 
the discriminatory policy.

When President Obama walked in, he came right up to me 
and gave me a hug. With his hand on my shoulder, he said, 
“Wow, even I didn’t get kicked in the teeth on this one as 
much as you did. And I’m always the guy who gets kicked in 
the teeth in tough legislative fights.” The bill to repeal Don’t 
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Ask, Don’t Tell had come perilously close to failing more than 
once during the previous few months. As a result, there had 
been a great deal of anger within the LGBT community— 
anger that had been brewing since 1993 when DADT had been 
put in place. More recently, this anger had been directed at me 
and the other activist leaders who were working hard with the 
Obama administration to get this bill passed. To be honest, 
the moment of repeal was bittersweet for me. Even though I 
was surrounded by people, I was standing alone. The truth 
was, for the past few months I had spent just as much time 
responding to negative attacks from my own community as I 
had working the halls of Congress.

I had heard the anger and frustration from the LGBT com-
munity for as long as we had been working toward repeal. 
However, I was able to dissociate from it because I had a plan: I 
was resolved to channel my own anger toward a singular stra-
tegic end. I always knew that we would prevail, that DADT 
would be repealed— although I didn’t realize it would be just 
hours before the end of the 2010 congressional session and 
days before the holiday break. I was aware that not everyone 
in the LGBT community agreed with my strategy, but luckily 
there were many people who helped me achieve the ultimate 
goal. Others expressed their fury in unproductive ways. Al-
though dealing with all of this anger didn’t always feel good, 
and the path forward often seemed confusing and frustrating, 
my team remained laser focused on the six senators we needed 
to turn. Our strategy emphasized understanding what was at 
the heart of their resistance to supporting the bill. We spoke 
directly to that resistance in an incredibly effective way. Our 
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campaign spoke to their concerns, not ours. Ultimately, the 
plan worked.

Earlier in the day, one of the many LGBT bloggers ap-
proached me. He had been unrelenting in his criticism of 
HRC’s work; I believed he was stoking the fires of the com-
munity’s collective anger to keep his readership up. Instead 
of congratulating me, he simply said, “Well, you must feel 
vindicated.” Even on this day, when the bill would finally be 
passed into law, this blogger couldn’t let go of his anger. But I 
wouldn’t let him spoil my day. As Marine Staff Sergeant Eric 
Alva walked onto the stage in anticipation of the president 
signing the bill, he was beaming. Staff Sergeant Alva gave me 
the thumbs up, and I saw pure joy on his smiling face. In that 
moment, I knew that as a community we had channeled our 
collective anger into something transformative.

During this particular legislative fight, I learned a lot about 
what worked and what didn’t when it came to getting what 
I wanted for my community and myself. While much of the 
resistance we face throughout our lives has the potential to 
make us angry, it’s what we do about that anger that deter-
mines how quickly and effectively we can overcome the ob-
stacles and get to the place we want to be. Today, more than 
five years later, I reflect on what I learned about confronting 
injustice, dealing with the understandable anger that is a valid 
response to injustice, and channeling this passion toward cre-
ating positive change.

I came to public service with a very simple goal: to help 
people, to make their lives better in significant and tangible 
ways. I have a record of accomplishments that has helped 
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women, LGBT people, and others who have been marginal-
ized or discriminated against become more powerful both 
within the workplace and in their individual lives. Whether 
it’s helping to elect people to office who eventually helped to 
pass the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act (2009), which states that 
everyone should make the same amount of money regardless 
of gender, or the Matthew Shepard and James Byrd Jr. Hate 
Crimes Prevention Act (2009), which protects us all from vio-
lence, I learned that there is a savvy, pragmatic, and replicable 
way to have your voice heard and get what you want. How was 
I able to deliver these tangible results, to create such signifi-
cant social change for all Americans? I relied on fundamental 
yet profoundly important life lessons that were instilled in me 
throughout my upbringing as well as during my early years of 
professional development. In this book I want to share these 
lessons, so you can create your own moments of change in 
your personal and professional relationships.

• • • •

I describe my upbringing as relatively average. I grew up in 
southeastern Massachusetts in an incredibly homogeneous 
small town. My parents were teachers who belonged to a 
union: they created a progressive, democratic household, 
typical of middle-class Massachusetts in the early 1970s. My 
father, a strict Italian American, died when I was thirteen. 
After that, my mother raised my siblings and me on her own. 
Like so many others, for me high school was not the be-all and 
end-all; I was often sad and scared. Despite being on the track 
team and in student government and having good friends, 
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like many young gay men, I was occasionally bullied. Some 
kids would call me names, throw things at me as I walked 
through the halls, or speak to me in a mocking feminine voice. 
Although I was never in a situation where I feared for my own 
safety, I searched for ways to survive and just make it through. 
In some ways, I relied on the New England sensibilities my 
parents had instilled in me— suppress your anger, keep a stiff 
upper lip, be tough, don’t let your emotions show.

In other ways, I did what many gay youth still do: imag-
ine a future far away from that high school environment. In 
my mind the story of my future success would take place in a 
glamorous, big urban city filled with interesting and diverse 
people doing interesting and diverse things. I often thought, 
Once I get out of here, I’m never looking back. I’ll show them 
who’s going to end up the real success story. Someday, I’ll get 
my revenge. Without really knowing it, I was taking the long 
view of life. I was also taking the long view with my anger. 
I had disciplined myself to channel my anger to propel me 
out of where I was and put me where I wanted to be. I didn’t 
suppress or ignore my anger— I never have— but I’ve always 
been very clear about what I’ve wanted for myself and for the 
people I’ve represented. Anger for the sake of anger, or rage 
that is directed at nothing other than feeling furious, gets you 
nowhere. I never let my anger keep me from losing sight of the 
ultimate goal: to get out and to one day make a difference.

When it was time to go off to college, I was attracted to Bos-
ton University, drawn to the danger, energy, and excitement 
of the big city. Boston was nothing like small-town southeast-
ern Massachusetts. I knew that I would meet interesting and 
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diverse people because the world goes to school in Boston. 
It was exactly what I had envisioned throughout those long 
high school years. BU was the perfect choice for me. I could 
have come out during college, but I didn’t. It wasn’t so much 
that I was hiding; my sexuality was simmering in the back 
of my mind. I was attracted to men, yet I had a girlfriend. I 
was trying to fit into traditional male roles that I’d grown up 
with. I wasn’t exactly being true to myself, but I was happy 
and carefree. For the first time in a long time, I put aside my 
anger about the occasional injustices I experienced in my own 
world.

In my junior year of college I landed the internship: work-
ing in the Massachusetts State House in the Governor’s Of-
fice, for Michael Dukakis, who was running for reelection as 
governor with an eye toward a presidential bid. In the gover-
nor’s scheduling office, as part of his personal staff, I vetted 
all the invitations that came in for the governor and the First 
Lady, Kitty Dukakis. I immediately connected with the en-
ergy in the State House. I thought it was just the coolest thing 
in the world. Mike Dukakis wasn’t just any governor. He was 
the progressive governor of a progressive state who was going 
to be running for president. I was surrounded by amazing, 
smart, passionate people. Some of them had just graduated 
from Harvard Law School and could have had any job they 
wanted, but they chose state government because they be-
lieved in reforming the healthcare system or helping to revive 
the state’s economy.

Although I didn’t set out to be in public service or to be 
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a role model or a leader, I found my way in and I embraced 
it. I worked hard and loved it. I made myself indispensable 
in the governor’s office, and when I graduated from college 
two years later, they offered me a full-time paid position: six-
teen thousand dollars a year. It was like a dream come true. 
There I learned that power could come with compromise and 
that being in the center of the activity as an integral part of 
a team working toward a common goal was inspiring and 
energizing.

Right about that same time I started focusing on myself, 
coming into some awareness of who I really was: a gay man. 
I moved in 1989 into the South End, an almost exclusively 
gay Boston neighborhood. I reconnected with a hometown 
friend, Jack Gorman, who introduced me to all of his friends. 
During those years, if you weren’t out at work and you weren’t 
out to your family, there was a tribalness to being gay, where 
your intimate circle of friends provided all of the support and 
love that you feared your family might not provide. My neigh-
borhood friends— a group of seven guys— became my tribe. 
We lived within blocks of each other. We went to work in the 
morning but talked on the phone throughout the day about 
our evening and weekend plans. We met at the gym after 
work, had dinner together, socialized, and made our summer 
pilgrimage to Provincetown (a coastal Massachusetts vaca-
tion destination for the LGBT community). If someone in 
our tribe didn’t have money, someone else lent them money; if 
one of us didn’t have a place to live, the tribe would offer shel-
ter. I felt unconditional acceptance and support, empowered 
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to be out at work and out at home. These days were a joyous 
celebration: I finally felt like I belonged.

• • • •

Then there was AIDS. AIDS changed everything for us. For 
the first time in a long while, I felt anger but also fear. I was 
just embarking on a new chapter in my life, happily living as an 
openly gay man, and the AIDS epidemic was affecting every-
one I knew and cared about. I became very committed, as most 
people in the LGBT community were, to raising both aware-
ness and money to support the fight. I came to understand the 
greater importance of my work in public service. The commu-
nity was called upon to do many things. Hospitals all over the 
country were turning gay men away, so we had to channel our 
anger over this injustice to find a solution. In response, the 
community galvanized to create such organizations as the Gay 
Men’s Health Crisis (GMHC), the world’s first and leading 
provider of HIV/AIDS prevention, care, and advocacy.

Other men and women were mobilizing their anger in a dif-
ferent way, through direct-action, grassroots advocacy orga-
nizations like ACT UP (AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power). 
From the outside, ACT UP looked to be a manifestation of 
anger, fueled by rage and best remembered for bringing atten-
tion to the injustices of the AIDS epidemic. On the surface, 
the organization appeared to be a leaderless anarchist net-
work, because their activities often involved disruptive civil 
disobedience. They were known to chain themselves together 
across bridges to stop traffic, forcing people to pay attention 
to their message. Other tactics were aimed at pharmaceutical 
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companies or government agencies that had turned a blind 
eye to this disease that was killing thousands.

Yet even while their rage was boiling, at its center ACT UP 
had a laser sharp and brilliant strategic focus. Each and every 
act of passionate civil disobedience was undertaken for a rea-
son, with a strategic goal in mind. Because people were dying 
every day, including many members of ACT UP, those heroic 
warriors simply didn’t have the luxury of projecting anger 
for the sake of being angry. They understood keenly that in 
order to answer a higher calling, their moral obligation was to 
express their fury and rage to create change. And it worked. 
Regarding research funding for understanding the disease 
and developing effective treatments, access to clinical trials, 
and other key measures of progress in fighting the HIV/AIDS 
epidemic, the needle was in fact moved. Today, untold num-
bers of people continue to live because of these brave activists 
on the frontlines in the 1980s and 1990s.

Another way that the LGBT community galvanized 
during this time was through their involvement with the 
Human Rights Campaign (HRC). Formed in 1980 by Steve 
Endean, the organization existed solely as a progressive po-
litical action committee to build a donor base to influence 
elections and the legislative process. They called themselves 
the Human Rights Campaign, in part to reach a more expan-
sive audience but also because frankly back then having an 
envelope in your mailbox from the Human Rights Campaign 
was less problematic than receiving an envelope that had the 
word “gay” on it. But make no mistake: the goal was to ad-
vocate for and protect gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender 
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Americans. Playwright Tennessee Williams wrote the orga-
nization’s first fundraising letter in 1981. Today, HRC is the 
nation’s largest LGBT advocacy organization. As the AIDS 
epidemic became a reality, HRC’s first fight was to help elect 
members of Congress who would support decisions around 
funding and research to find a cure. For the next ten years, 
that is all the organization did.

After Dukakis lost his bid for the presidency, I left the Mas-
sachusetts State House and in 1990 went to work for Barney 
Frank, the first openly gay man in the U.S. House of Repre-
sentatives. Even against the backdrop of AIDS, I was living 
the life I had imagined for myself during those dark days of 
high school. I left Congressman Frank’s office in 1993 to work 
at the newly formed political action committee EMILY’s List. 
My friend Mary Beth Cahill was the political director and 
she told me to pack up my car and come along. I didn’t know 
much about the group, but it didn’t take me long to realize 
that I had arrived at a very special place.

EMILY’s List was started in 1985 by Ellen Malcolm and a 
group of women who had pushed for the Equal Rights Amend-
ment and were leaders in the reproductive rights movement. 
Their mission is to raise money and elect pro-choice, Dem-
ocratic women candidates to office. Their strategy was to 
financially support women early on in their political career 
by creating letter-writing campaigns and raising money na-
tionally. It was a revolutionary idea at the time: the notion of 
raising small amounts of money from lots of women across 
the country. Because of the strength and commitment of the 
women involved, the amount of money these candidates were 
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able to gather for their initial campaign filings more than 
often changed the dynamics of the race. Women with lots of 
early money were taken more seriously, becoming successful 
at raising even more money from the typical donors in their 
own home states and districts. Malcolm coined the phrase 
upon which the organization’s name is based: “Early money is 
like yeast [EMILY]: it makes the dough rise.”

My arrival at EMILY’s List followed 1992’s historic Year of 
the Woman, when more women had been elected to Congress 
than at any other time in history. The energy of that election 
cycle was fueled by the public outcry in support of Anita Hill, 
an African American law professor from Oklahoma. Hill had 
testified in opposition to Clarence Thomas before the Senate 
Judiciary Committee during his Supreme Court nominating 
hearing; she testified that Thomas, as her supervisor at the 
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, had sexually 
harassed her. Many on the white male committee treated 
Hill with disrespect and hostility, enraging many American 
women, who turned out in record numbers later that year to 
vote for female candidates. These women channeled their 
disgust and anger into action, ensuring that in the future, 
Congress (and subsequently its committees) would be more 
representative of the electorate. Their success— and the abil-
ity to channel their rage into the electoral process— inspired 
me to think seriously about how I might be more effective as a 
change agent for the LGBT community.

In 2004, Elizabeth Birch, who had served as the legend-
ary head of HRC for almost a decade, decided to leave the 
organization. She was replaced by Cheryl Jacques, a former 
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state senator from Massachusetts. It soon became clear that 
Jacques wasn’t a good fit for HRC. At the time I wasn’t looking 
for a new job, but I found myself in the same Boston hotel as 
the HRC staff during the August 2004 Democratic National 
Convention. Elizabeth and her partner, Hilary Rosen, were 
sitting in the hotel lobby. I knew them through their involve-
ment with EMILY’s List. One of them asked, “How do you 
think things are going at HRC?” Never one to mince words, 
I told them exactly what I thought: Frankly, as an HRC sup-
porter, I was angry. The LGBT community had just won the 
fight for marriage equality in the Massachusetts Supreme 
Court the year before. As a result, thirteen states had put con-
stitutional bans on marriage equality on their ballots during 
the 2004 presidential election. HRC had put all its efforts and 
resources into the marriage fight in those thirteen states; con-
sequently, the organization wasn’t offering the community 
any additional paths toward achieving other forms of LGBT 
equality.

HRC had been the fastest, most impressive, social change 
organization in the country, but now it needed to communi-
cate an agenda broader and more diversified than the battle in 
those thirteen states. I told Elizabeth as much. If we lost every 
one of those thirteen states, it would appear as if HRC had no 
other reason to exist. On Election Day in 2004 we did lose, 
and those losses became the measure of how the public judged 
HRC’s effectiveness. In the aftermath of those elections, the 
LGBT community was actually blamed, even by some of our 
allies, for the Democrats’ loss of the White House. Someone 
at HRC must have heard about my impromptu chat with Hil-
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ary and Elizabeth that day, because after the election I was 
called in to interview for the position of HRC president. I got 
the job.

It quickly became clear to me that the anger in the LGBT 
community was intense. There was just as much frustration 
directed toward HRC and the ineffectual leadership that 
had come before me as was projected at those we were sup-
posed to be fighting. I had walked right into the middle of 
a complex, contentious scenario. At the time, LGBT issues 
were effectively the third rail of American politics. HRC had 
plenty of money, but we weren’t spending it effectively to cre-
ate change on the individual or societal level. As president, I 
had to address the community’s anger, then figure out how to 
communicate a more diversified agenda. I wanted to present a 
more multidimensional, diverse portfolio of goals that, when 
achieved, we could measure as successes, so the whole ball 
game wasn’t hung up on one important yet single issue: mar-
riage equality. Our constituents needed to know that HRC 
was going to continue to fight for full marriage equality while 
also fighting for equality in every institution we could— the 
workplace, schools, hospitals, religious settings, and so on. 
Change anywhere would ignite greater change everywhere.

I also had to figure out how to present HRC to elected of-
ficials and politicians who had the potential to help us. They 
needed to see us putting our anger aside, to become a much 
more sophisticated ally. We needed a strategy that allowed us 
to advance our agenda with both our friends and our enemies. 
After the 2004 election, the White House as well as Congress 
was controlled by the Republican Party, whose leadership was 
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unwilling to move any measure that would advance LGBT 
equality. In 2006 the Democrats took charge of the House 
and the Senate; we now had the opportunity to advance our 
long-sought-after legislative goals.

• • • •

During my eight-year-tenure with the Human Rights Cam-
paign, I was able to take the organization from a deeply chal-
lenged body to a well-respected and effective political pow-
erhouse. HRC oversaw the discriminatory Federal Marriage 
Amendment defeated in 2006 and the passage of marriage 
equality in eight states. Working alongside Judy and Dennis 
Shepard, we passed the Matthew Shepard and James Byrd Jr. 
Hate Crimes Prevention Act in 2009, after eleven long years of 
trial and effort. In 2010 we were able to repeal the discrimina-
tory Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell policy. We achieved other smaller 
and lesser-known legislative and administrative victories that 
made significant change for LGBT people and their families. 
These successes were the result of a community-wide effort; 
together we channeled our collective passion over injustice, 
hatred, and violence to achieve the “impossible”: full equality 
under federal law.

Other initiatives included launching HRC’s Religion and 
Faith program to provide innovative resources for LGBT 
and supportive people of faith who want to stand up to those 
who use religion as a weapon of oppression. We created the 
All Children– All Families program for adoption and foster 
care agencies across the country. The Welcoming Schools 
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initiative provides administrators, educators, and parents/
guardians with resources to create welcoming and respectful 
learning environments for all families. HRC’s Healthcare 
Equality Index rates U.S. healthcare facilities on all policies 
and practices related to the LGBT community, including pa-
tient nondiscrimination, visitation, decision making, cultural 
competency training, and employment policies and benefits. 
Today HRC has more than one million members and sup-
porters, including professional athletes, actors, television per-
sonalities, musicians, politicians, and countless straight allies.

Again, the successes of the Human Rights Campaign were 
not accidental. We implemented real tactical approaches to 
create social and legislative change, and I share these tactics 
throughout this book. Other movements for social change 
have not had nearly the impact and success HRC has enjoyed. 
Many such organizations now seek my guidance about the 
lessons I learned and the strategies I employed while at the 
helm of HRC. My success was the result of using incremen-
tal building blocks to motivate and cause palpable cultural 
change. These building blocks included channeling anger into 
action to achieve positive change; finding common ground 
with unlikely allies; making policy decisions based on shared 
humanity; knowing when to compromise and recognizing 
when you cannot give up; building coalitions; developing pa-
tience; and creating consensus. While these might not sound 
like radical concepts, when these sometimes counterintuitive 
ideas are implemented in specific and measurable ways, they 
can bring about profound societal change or minor personal 
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changes, such as garnering a promotion. These processes have 
worked for me in the workplace, in my home life, and on the 
floor of the U.S. Senate. I know that these strategies can be 
equally effective for others.
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Channeling Anger 
into Action1

These days the world seems to be an angrier place than it used 
to be. Let’s face it: we’re stretched in a million different direc-
tions, yet the world is getting smaller, more interconnected, 
and our relationships are rapidly changing. We used to com-
pete against the business across the hall or across the coun-
try; now we must think about a global economy. Social media 
has provided a platform for anyone to express anything and 
everything they want and, democratically speaking, that’s a 
good thing. Yet the sheer volume of it, the unfiltered nature 
of the content, and the anonymity available on these plat-
forms create echo chambers for anger and hurtfulness to be 
exacerbated. This stress can generate an emotional reaction, 
and sometimes we choose anger over other emotions so that 
we don’t appear vulnerable. We often use anger as a defense 
mechanism to get us through life’s daily battles. As we’re 
getting angrier, however, we can become less able to work 
together— to create social change or just to get along in the 
office. This anger can close us off from one another.
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Our A nger Problem

Anger, rage, fury—whatever you want to call it—is an emo-
tion inherent in all people. Like other human emotions, we 
have the capacity for anger for good reason. Sometimes, it’s 
okay to be furious. When you’re confronted with a truly frus-
trating reality, the most useful thing you can do is to figure 
out how to use that anger: do you suppress it or find a way to 
use it to your advantage? Anger is something that you sense, 
that you legitimately and justifiably experience in the face of 
injustice and in moments when anger is called for. There are 
moments throughout U.S. history when righteous fury has 
been the source for creating positive, necessary, and strate-
gic social change: Martin Luther King Jr. and the civil rights 
movement, Gloria Steinem and the fight for women’s rights, 
the Stonewall riots and the struggle for LGBT equality. In all 
of these instances, constructive anger has been used as the 
fuel to build, not destroy.

The key is to understand in ourselves and in our communi-
ties when anger can be a productive resource or a destructive 
one. If you want to make change happen, use your anger as 
a gift, not a curse. Take the 2016 presidential election cycle, 
one filled with very different characters, from very different 
backgrounds, on opposite ends of the political spectrum who 
tapped into Americans’ collective anger. They acknowledged 
it and fed it back to people in a way that served only to el-
evate and amplify the anger. The three prevailing voices in 
the 2016 presidential election cycle (that of Senator Bernie 
Sanders, real estate mogul Donald Trump, and former Secre-
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tary of State Hillary Clinton) addressed what each candidate 
perceived as voter anger. Throughout their campaigns, their 
messages reflected back the cause of Americans’ anger, what 
each candidate believed voters were feeling.

Senator Sanders took the mantle of the Occupy movement 
and engaged voters with his message that a tiny wealthy 
minority has all the power, that the economy is rigged, that 
it’s stacked against most Americans. He created a have-and-
have-not dynamic, where his scapegoat was Wall Street, 
wealth, and high-income earners. Sanders gave validation 
to the have-nots for their anger at the haves. And while the 
anger and the sentiment he reflected was certainly warranted, 
he was never able to channel that rage toward a pragmatic or 
believable outcome. His own anger left doubts in the minds 
of too many voters about his ability to work as president in a 
collaborative way across party lines toward any solutions that 
had the possibility of becoming reality.

Donald Trump, on the other hand, did throughout his 
campaign what the United States has seen historically and 
politically in times of economic uncertainty. He tapped into 
the well of rage from America’s working middle class, particu-
larly white men who feel that life is unfair. Trump introduced 
something that is foreign to them (the “other”— in Trump’s 
case, immigrants), something unknown that gives them 
someone to blame. He reflected a more dangerous point of 
view: You’re angry because life hasn’t worked out the way you 
thought it would. The country doesn’t look the way it used to. It’s 
being overrun by immigrants who are taking your jobs, bringing 
the economy to its knees, and threatening your personal safety. 
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Where Trump and Sanders are similar is that they recognized 
this well of anger throughout America; they mirrored some-
thing cathartic, a message that made people feel validated. 
In Trump’s case, his message made them scared; in Sanders’s 
case, it made them hopeful. Yet in both cases, the candidates’ 
messages did not really do anything except regurgitate anger 
for the sake of anger.

The third point of view, which gets to the crux of this 
book, is that of Hillary Clinton— the only presidential can-
didate who channeled Americans’ collective anger toward 
a realistic outcome. Throughout her campaign, she showed 
that she understands people are angry about injustice, but 
instead of reflecting that frustration back to Americans, she 
channeled the anger and used it to create a platform that pro-
vided people with a hopeful future. She gave them a sense of 
confidence that they can get to a better place. The outcome 
of the 2016 election will depend on whether voters are able 
to channel their anger and choose a candidate who works for 
them or are blinded by their anger and choose a candidate 
who works against them. The successful candidate is almost 
always one who is able to see that anger (passion) is a gift 
that can be channeled toward a greater good (creating posi-
tive change).

Tur ning A nger Around

Instead of shutting things down, however, anger can be used 
in another way. It can be the energy source that propels us to 
overcome systemic social injustice or the fuel that helps us to 
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get what we want in a personal or professional situation. Pro-
cessing anger and channeling it toward a positive outcome is a 
multistep process. The first step involves determining whether 
anger is even an appropriate response to something. If it is not 
valid, then you will learn what the appropriate sentiment, and 
course of action, should be. For example, if we demand that 
our legislative leaders take immediate action on an issue that 
is really important to us, but we hear that Congress won’t be 
back in session for several weeks, that response— and that 
delay— is hardly a reason to burn down the buildings.

But if your anger is justified, the next step is to determine 
whether to express that anger and, ultimately, to what extent 
and how. When pressing for social change, you regularly meet 
resistance, which almost always results in justifiable anger. 
Your path forward depends on channeling that frustration 
and figuring out how to use it to get the outcome you want. In 
interpersonal relationships as well as in professional settings, 
there are many examples where anger is not a valid response. 
In these situations, it is best to consciously restrain your 
emotional reaction. Once you’ve stepped back a bit and taken 
anger out of the equation, and had an honest conversation 
with yourself and perhaps with your allies, you will realize 
that the decision you make about what to do with your pas-
sion will be the right one.

The key to navigating through anger and your initial emo-
tional response to resistance or adversity is to be honest with 
yourself. If you can’t do that, find people around you who can 
help. For instance, if you asked your boss for a raise, and she 
responded that she’d been meaning to talk with you about 
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your poor performance, you might react to her criticism with 
defensive anger. You may feel that you and your boss are far 
apart in terms of evaluating your work. But who is right? If 
she is, then your anger toward her is misplaced. If you can’t 
be honest with yourself and get past that anger, you’re not 
going to chart a productive course forward. Sometimes 
trusted friends and coworkers can help you understand how 
you’re viewed at work, so you can figure out how to move in a 
positive direction. However, if you find yourself in a situation 
where you’ve done the work and determined that your anger 
is justified, you still have to learn how to channel that frus-
tration toward a positive outcome. Whether it’s finding com-
mon ground, overcoming differences, or being able to listen 
strategically without the haze of anger filtering what you hear, 
we all have the potential to change any situation into a win. 
That’s what this book is all about.

• • • •

On April 29, 2009, the U.S. House of Representatives passed 
the Matthew Shepard and James Byrd Jr. Hate Crimes Pre-
vention Act (HCPA). The passing of the HCPA meant that 
thereafter the category of “hate crime” would cover not only 
crimes in which a victim’s race, color, religion, or national or-
igin were a factor but also those relating to a victim’s actual 
or perceived gender, sexual orientation, gender identity, or 
disability. For the first time, gay and transgender individuals 
would have the same legal protections as everyone else.

In this case, protection for all came at someone else’s 
tragic expense. Eleven years earlier, in 1998, two horrific hate 
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crimes had been committed. Matthew Shepard, a young man 
living in Laramie, Wyoming, was tortured and killed simply 
because he was gay. James Byrd, an African American man, 
was singled out, tied to the back of a truck, and dragged to his 
death. I had the privilege of sitting in the congressional gal-
lery alongside Judy Shepard, Matthew’s mother, as the House 
of Representatives passed this landmark piece of legislation. 
She, along with her husband, Dennis Shepard, had spent the 
past ten years advocating, lobbying, and speaking out on be-
half of this legislation that would give local law enforcement 
agencies throughout the country the tools they needed to 
more effectively investigate and prosecute hate-based crimes.

No one had been more courageous or committed to seeing 
this bill become law than Dennis and Judy. With their justi-
fiable rage, through their grief, they saw that the perpetrators 
who had murdered their son went to jail for life. Then they 
took the next step and channeled their anger into action to 
create lasting social and legislative change. Judy wanted to en-
sure that no other American family would ever experience the 
pain and suffering hers had. They started the Matthew Shep-
ard Foundation to replace hate with understanding, com-
passion, and acceptance. Working directly with the Human 
Rights Campaign, they toiled to get a federal hate crimes bill 
passed into law. The Shepards walked the halls of Congress 
for ten years trying to garner support and change the hearts 
and minds of legislators. Beginning in 2005, I stood with 
them. We worked together closely, and it was a true honor to 
be with Judy on the day we realized we had the votes to pass 
the bill through both the House and the Senate. President 
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Obama, who had worked alongside us for the bill’s passage, 
was committed to sign it into law.

Before there can be a vote on any piece of legislation in 
either the House or the Senate, all sides (proponents and op-
ponents) are given time to debate their various points of view. 
On that April day we sat through an entire morning of floor 
debate in the House. Although we had heard some misguided 
resistance to this bill over the years, most of the speeches 
that day were supportive. In their remarks many members 
of Congress paid tribute to Judy and her tireless work. I dis-
tinctly remember civil rights icon Congressman John Lewis 
commenting on Judy’s steadfast dedication. Eventually Con-
gresswoman Virginia Foxx of North Carolina chose to speak, 
in opposition of the bill. The fact that Matthew Shepard was 
murdered because he was gay, Foxx said, was simply a hoax. 
Everyone knew, she went on, that Matthew was the unfor-
tunate victim of a robbery. Those of us seeking to pass hate 
crimes legislation, she explained, continued to perpetrate this 
hoax simply to gain support for the bill. She rambled on about 
how nothing that had been reported about the incident was 
actually true.

As I processed Foxx’s hateful words, I was in complete 
shock. All of her claims were categorically false. I don’t know 
if it was the adrenaline from the emotional roller coaster we all 
had been on leading up to this moment, but Foxx’s comments 
enraged me like nothing had ever upset me before. Shaking, 
I turned to Judy. I thought we should put out a statement re-
futing Foxx’s comments and get other members of Congress 
to immediately take to the floor and do the same thing. I was 
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rising out of my seat with anger when Judy put her hand on 
mine. Quietly but firmly, she spoke: “This discussion isn’t 
even happening. What’s happening right now is that we are 
on our way, after eleven years, to winning. That’s what is hap-
pening. Let’s not let our anger or our emotions get in the way 
of our true goal. Our job is to see this bill through to victory.”

Judy was right, of course. We had the votes we needed. 
Once the clock on the floor debates ran out, the bill would 
pass no matter what lies Virginia Foxx spewed. Our message 
in response would be to shine a light on the supporters of the 
bill. We would not give one more minute of airtime to the 
bigoted and misguided rhetoric of Virginia Foxx. She took 
her seat and was followed by Sheila Jackson Lee, a congress-
woman from Houston and a civil rights pioneer. I expected 
that Congresswoman Lee would counter Foxx’s argument, 
but she didn’t even acknowledge it. Instead, she placed both 
Matthew and James Byrd as great civil rights pioneers in the 
tradition of Dr. Martin Luther King and Bayard Rustin. Like 
Judy, she channeled her anger over Foxx’s vitriol into some-
thing positive. Her uplifting speech made all the people in the 
gallery forget about Foxx entirely. As we predicted, the bill 
passed in the House with a final vote of 249– 175. The Senate 
went on to pass the bill in the fall, and on October 28, Presi-
dent Obama signed the HCPA into law. I was there. He com-
mented to all of those attending that he had promised Judy 
and Dennis Shepard this day would come.

I recently spoke to Judy about our experience of getting 
HCPA passed. I thanked her for the lessons she taught me 
and told her how much I admired her grace during some very 
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challenging moments. She reminded me that her grace and 
inner will didn’t always come to her so easily. In the early days, 
just after Matthew’s death, when she began visiting members 
of Congress and lobbying them, she was often overwhelmed 
and felt defeated by the intolerance and ignorance that some 
displayed when discussing hate crimes legislation. She won-
dered aloud to members of HRC’s legislative staff whether 
she was cut out for the daunting task of garnering support for 
the bill. She often heard offensive and maddening comments. 
These conversations frequently brought out some of the 
worst vestiges of antigay sentiment. However, with the help 
of such brave allies in Congress as Senators Ted Kennedy of 
Massachusetts and Gordon Smith of Oregon, Judy was able to 
channel her anger into action. She never lost sight of her goal.

When we won and the bill was passed, Virginia Foxx’s chief 
of staff called me. “Look, Joe,” he said. “My boss wants to find 
a way to apologize to Judy Shepard. How can she reach her?” 
I called Judy and her response was clear. “To me, she doesn’t 
exist,” Judy explained. “Those statements don’t exist. None of 
that exists. I will not be talking to Virginia Foxx. What will 
remain in people’s memory is Sheila Jackson Lee’s speech 
and President Obama’s remarks as he signed the act into law. 
Those events are all that exist.” I realized that Judy Shepard 
and Sheila Jackson Lee were wiser than me; they knew how 
to channel their anger and keep their eye on the bigger prize, 
the signing of the HCPA. While both women were smart and 
strategic, it didn’t mean that they weren’t filled with anger, 
even in that circumstance.

This was the moment when I understood that the emotion 
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of anger is a reality in all of our lives, and it has the potential 
to be a great gift. Anger was the primary emotion Judy had 
been carrying for over a decade, yet it had become a source 
of energy that kept her moving forward. For Congresswoman 
Lee, anger was like an adrenaline force, compelling her to be 
nimble and fast on her feet as she spoke so eloquently off the 
cuff. She never addressed Virginia Foxx; rather, she spoke 
above and around Foxx to get her point across. She channeled 
her fury toward attaining a positive outcome.

A nger Is Part of the Job

The ability to resolve conflicts and get what you want without 
causing ill feelings, disparaging others, or creating drama is 
the single most important trait for success in any workplace. 
It’s an indicator of successful relationships, both profession-
ally and personally. It’s not enough to get your job done; it’s 
how well you play with others that really counts. When we en-
gage with others, there is the possibility that something they 
do or say will anger us. There are the small insults, the large 
transgressions, the feelings of being left out, or various emo-
tional states of frustration, disappointment, and rage. In the 
heat of the moment, we tend to respond with hostility, blame, 
victimhood, or whining. These counterproductive reactions 
are unacceptable in the workplace because they are “conver-
sation enders”— that is, they will not advance your argument 
or move the needle toward getting you what you really want.

A hostile reaction assumes that you’re going to bring the 
offending person around to your way of thinking by hammer-



28 • • The Gift of A nger

ing home your point. In other words, you are meeting anger 
with anger. This strategy is without merit in most situations. 
For example, if I were engaged in a formal debate, it is not out 
of the realm of possibility that I could win over my opponent 
to my way of thinking by providing well-researched facts. 
Yet heated discourse and argumentative conversation with a 
colleague or supervisor typically does not have that effect. In 
fact, there aren’t many instances where an intense argument, 
whether it’s about politics or cleaning up the break room after 
lunch, ends with somebody thoughtfully saying, “Wow, he 
directed so much anger at me that I completely concede the 
point. Joe is right.”

In a formal debate some might strategically provoke their 
opponent, intentionally trying to anger them because an 
angry response is an unproductive response. When you’re 
coming at someone with hostility, you’re inadvertently put-
ting them on the defensive, no matter how right you are. This 
strategy invariably entrenches an opposing faction into their 
position. In the best-case scenario the person you are attack-
ing is calm enough to respond and explain their position. In 
the worst case, however, you have ratcheted up their anger. If 
this happens at work, you may possibly be fired. Either way, 
this strategy of provoking an opponent rarely works to your 
advantage.

Being wrongly accused of something is another situation 
where you may react with anger. You may try to resolve the 
accusation by placing the blame on someone else. Yet no one 
wants to hear anyone say, “That wasn’t my fault.” The truth 
is, when we think whatever bad thing happened wasn’t our 
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fault, there’s a chance that it might have been. While there 
are real victims in the workplace of abuse or harassment, 
there is a possibility that you might have been at fault, or 
you might be viewing the situation in a completely wrong-
headed way. If your natural reaction is to blame someone 
else— “I did my job; Joe didn’t file the paperwork correctly” 
or “He hates me and I don’t know why”— try to leave just 
the tiniest room for doubt. If your boss says, “I don’t think 
you’re committed to this job in the way you need to be,” be 
open to the possibility that you may have in fact given that 
impression. It may not be true: perhaps you are committed 
to the job, and you may be very passionate about your work, 
but for one reason or another that passion isn’t coming 
across in a way others see.

There may be instances where none of this is the case, where 
you actually have a sexist, bigoted boss, and you’re the most 
brilliant person to walk through the door, yet she is going to 
bring you down. I’m not suggesting that every boss is always 
right. However, before you cry “victim,” at least consider her 
point of view before you play the blame game. You need the 
maturity and the self-awareness to pause and ask yourself the 
question, Does the possibility exist that I am contributing to the 
problem in some way? Most often, the reality of the situation is 
typically somewhere in the middle.

Whining is a manifestation of blame. My friend Tom’s wife 
is a classic un-self-aware whiner. Since I’ve known them, she 
has had three jobs and she is always working for “the worst 
boss.” Nobody ever utilizes her talent, she complains. But 
she never pauses to stand in another person’s shoes and ask, 
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“Do I own any of my problems?” A typical office whine is: 
“Management never thinks about including me in the con-
versation. They have a meeting and they bring lots of other 
people together, but my boss forgot to include me again.” I can 
assure you, it is rarely the case that the boss achieved his or 
her higher level by not recognizing the extraordinary talent 
in the office. There are certainly times when some managers 
don’t give young people the deference that they should. And it 
is important to bring young, diverse voices to the table. How-
ever, the invitation is usually extended to those whose views 
will add to the conversation, not to those who complained 
that they weren’t included last time.

Using A nger as Motivation

When things don’t go our way, it’s easy for someone to say, 
“Don’t be angry.” But, honestly, that isn’t a realistic expecta-
tion. Few of us live completely Zen lives. More important, we 
need our anger to motivate us to take action, create change, 
and get more out of life. It’s the discipline of putting our pas-
sion into action that helps us make the impossible possible.

When it comes to deeply interpersonal relationships, we 
are often counseled to not react with anger, but rather to be 
vulnerable and to express our hurt. This strategy might be ef-
fective in a relationship, where it’s okay to say, “What you said 
hurt my feelings.” However, it doesn’t work in the office or 
when you set out to create sweeping systemic social change. 
Unlike personal relationships, where intimacy is achieved by 
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being vulnerable, a professional, interpersonal dynamic is 
completely different. Office relationships are more transac-
tional, the goal of which is for workers to demonstrate their 
value and in the process achieve self-satisfaction. The key to 
forming effective relationships at work is to stifle the instinct 
to respond with anger in a combative way and instead to find 
the most productive line of communication.

The instinct to react with anger can be difficult to overcome. 
But if you view every interaction with an eye toward getting 
what you want, using your anger productively can become 
one of the most powerful tools you have for creating enduring 
change. In Judy Shepard’s case, for example, she used her fury 
positively to propel her cause. She was completely focused on 
the win and kept her eye on the prize. My immediate reaction 
was to lash out, but Judy used her rage as the energy source 
that powered her through eleven years of tireless lobbying. 
I imagine that every time something like the Virginia Foxx 
incident happened, Judy had a flash of anger. It’s not that she 
had conditioned herself to no longer be upset, to no longer 
feel fury and despair about losing her son. Rather, she had the 
discipline to take the anger and put it somewhere else to be 
used constructively. Because she and all of us were ultimately 
able to keep calm and carry on, the hate crimes act victory 
was just the beginning of a new chapter in the fight for LGBT 
equality. This victory became the stepping-stone to HRC re-
pealing Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell (DADT) and, ultimately, the 
Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) and achieving full mar-
riage equality for all Americans.
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R epea ling Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell

When HRC stepped up its lobbying against the Don’t Ask, 
Don’t Tell policy following our hate crimes victory, it was 
the first time I heard utter indifference directed toward gays 
and lesbians from members of Congress. I saw how many 
members of Congress are motivated solely by what their con-
stituents think (or what they think their constituents think). 
Already angry that LGBT people couldn’t openly serve in the 
U.S. military, I became enraged at the indifference that some 
members of Congress showed about doing what I thought was 
so important. It was never easy for me to hear a representative 
say, “I don’t care if gay men or women serve in the military; 
it’s not my issue. I’m only concerned about keeping my seat 
in Congress, and what my constituents want.” I didn’t under-
stand how they could be so unresponsive to such a key issue. 
I would have understood their position more if they had told 
me: “I have a very strong point of view about this, and I don’t 
think that gay men and women should serve in the military.” 
At least that was an opinion.

When I heard such a response, my instinct was to argue 
the point. I couldn’t say, “What kind of an idiot are you?” That 
kind of conversation-ending hostility would get me nowhere. 
These congresspeople weren’t interested in engaging on the 
issue, so I couldn’t say, “Let me explain why it’s important 
that gay people serve in the military.” Putting my anger aside, 
I really listened to what they were expressing at the heart of 
their resistance. They were revealing that they just didn’t care. 
HRC’s legislative director, Allison Herwitt, kept reminding 
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me: “You can’t lose sight of what your job is. We’re here to re-
peal this awful policy.” She taught me that we could build on 
small victories if we keep our eyes on the ultimate goal. With 
that in mind, I channeled my anger, took a deep breath, and 
focused on the long game.

“All I care about is what my constituents think,” I heard 
over and over again from the legislators. “All I care about is 
doing the thing that is going to ensure that I don’t lose my 
seat.” I needed to better understand this apathetic response. 
Once I realized that it wasn’t personal— it was about their 
constituents—we go to work. “Fine,” the HRC team decided, 
“we’ll go out to your district, your state, and we’ll do the work 
of showing you that your constituents want you to vote with 
us— or, at the very least, that they don’t care if you vote with 
us.” From this, I learned that if you can win on the merits of 
the first interaction, every following interaction is likely to 
be a better, more effective one. This strategy transformed the 
way we lobbied. For example, even when I was angry about 
legislators’ indifference, we could eventually get congressio-
nal representatives to a “yes” vote. Instead of wasting time 
arguing around the merits, we would come to meetings with 
our polling numbers. “You need to vote this way,” we’d ex-
plain to an opponent, “because that’s what your constituents 
want you to do.”

Once the representatives saw the polls, they would often 
respond affirmatively: “I didn’t care whether gay people serve 
in the military. But this meeting was a positive experience, 
getting to know you gay people, and working with very dif-
ferent people that I never knew before. Maybe I’m open to 



34 • • The Gift of A nger

the idea that gay people shouldn’t be discriminated against 
at work either.” These conversations changed their perspec-
tives, and ultimately we garnered just enough votes to repeal 
the DADT legislation. Better still, at the next meeting, the 
same representative would tell me, “I voted with you and I’m 
stunned that my constituents didn’t throw me out of office.” 
These members of Congress were then emboldened to open 
the door to more positive change. They asked, “Okay, what’s 
next on your agenda?”

W hen A nger Is Expected

Sometimes the people you represent expect anger. The com-
munity is looking to their leaders who advocate on their 
behalf to validate their frustration. By validating it, leaders 
assure their constituents that their rage is understood and 
that they are taking the anger and using it toward advocat-
ing for change. This is why former President Bill Clinton was 
widely seen as such an empathetic leader. When he said to the 
American people, “I feel your pain,” we believed him. We un-
derstood that he carried our collective pain with him. When 
people think an angry, forceful, combative pushback is war-
ranted and you don’t deliver it, you’ve let down your constit-
uency. When I was the head of HRC, for example, I was often 
criticized for being less than passionate in the expression of 
my anger. There were many people in the LGBT movement 
who approached everything with a combative attitude, and 
there was all this pressure for me to demonstrate my anger in 
a specific way. Many wanted me to express the community’s 
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collective anger, but I chose to channel it into less hostile and 
more productive statements.

Yet there were other times when some suggested that my 
speeches came across as if I was too angry. Early in my HRC 
tenure, I was counseled: “Be careful of using too much angry 
rhetoric.” Striking the right balance proved difficult. I tried 
moderating my tone and sounding less combative. This tactic 
worked in terms of finding more common ground with some 
in the LGBT community, but it left others feeling like there 
was no passion behind my words. I had to learn that different 
settings and situations demanded different messages. There 
would be many ways of reflecting back an audience’s anger, but 
choosing the right tone to match the specific audience was a 
constant challenge. There are times when you can rail against 
injustice in a very public, cathartic way. This validates your 
feelings about your point of view, but may merely make you 
feel better in the short term; it usually doesn’t have the effect of 
creating the lasting social or legislative change you seek.

In the LGBT rights movement at the time, some members 
of the community strongly believed that during every interac-
tion, the opponent should feel our anger, and our only strategy 
should be to beat them on the actual merits of the point. The 
line of thinking was that if you fail nine times out of ten, but 
you win on one occasion, you’ve made real progress because 
you’ve changed one heart and one mind. However, I believed 
that we didn’t have the luxury of time for that strategy— and 
I wasn’t interested in losing the other nine votes. Some ar-
gued that my strategy was manipulative, the ugly business 
of getting the sausage made, because sometimes you’re try-
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ing to get people who don’t actually ever change their mind 
about LGBT rights to vote with you. I disagreed: we had to 
win any way we could. The victories were vital in the process 
of opening the door to creating a relationship with many of 
these members of Congress. Working this way allowed us to 
eventually change their hearts and minds.

I learned that simply saying that something has made you 
angry or offended really doesn’t do much to change any situ-
ation. In fact, when someone says something that angers you, 
they often do so knowing full well what they are doing. To tell 
them that they’ve made you angry is not likely to get them to 
change their point of view. Instead, it is much more powerful 
to respond in these cases in a way that makes them under-
stand that angering you was a mistake. Let them know that, 
rather than upsetting you, their anger has provided the energy 
and the drive you needed to win your point. In her testimony 
for the hate crimes legislation, for example, Congresswoman 
Sheila Jackson Lee used Virginia Foxx’s anger to deflect the 
oncoming fury and to intensify her own message. Lee made 
her outrage felt loud and clear that day on the House floor. 
The strength and the power of her message— and the fact that 
she completely ignored her colleague’s offensive remarks— in 
and of itself demonstrated just how furious Lee was. But the 
testimony sent her adversaries an equally important message: 
“You should think twice before you make those kinds of of-
fensive statements again.”

There were times when I was counseled to put my anger 
aside, be gracious, and just give thanks for something that I 
felt was a pretty low bar in terms of being deserving of my 
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gratitude. These were the occasions where we would get 
something tiny. The LGBT community would say, “It’s like 
we’re begging for crumbs and we’re thanking these people 
for not very much.” For instance, at one point before same-
sex marriage became legal, HRC was lobbying to eliminate 
the federal taxes that same-sex couples had to pay when they 
received domestic partner benefits. Married couples did not 
have to pay this unfair tax. A gay radio show host who was 
interviewing me at the time rolled his eyes when I discussed 
this tax. “Come on,” he pressed, “what can that amount to? A 
few hundred dollars a year? It should be all or nothing. Forget 
about taking these crumbs they throw our way that then make 
them feel like they’ve done something big for us.” Well, unlike 
this interviewer, I had met many men and women across the 
country who genuinely could not afford to pay that tax, who 
chose not to provide healthcare for their partners because 
of this tax. So while a strategy that led with anger and made 
clear we wouldn’t take anything short of full equality may 
have felt good to hear on the radio, it did nothing to advocate 
for people whose economic circumstances were significantly 
worse than the interviewer’s.

If the aim is to get something done, you have to measure 
the response that elicits the outcome you want against the re-
sponse that might make you feel good in the short term (like 
getting angry) but isn’t productive. The people who reach their 
goals are practiced at putting their rage aside and channeling 
their fury into smart, strategic, measured responses. The cost 
of leadership, as I learned through experience at the helm of 
the HRC, means never losing sight of the desired outcome 
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even if it comes at a personal cost. Sometimes winning and 
the glory and gratitude that come with victory are mutually 
exclusive.

While working for social and legislative change, I didn’t 
lose sight of my anger, nor did it diminish. Rather, I under-
stood that if I could put the anger aside and meet my oppo-
nents where they lived, I would eventually bring them around 
to my way of thinking by removing the hurdles that existed 
for them. Channeling my frustration into a strategic plan— 
by demonstrating to members of Congress that the people 
who vote for them actually supported what we were working 
toward— enabled me to come back and fight another day. The 
positive experience of the first round actually opened their 
minds to think differently about the circumstances of LGBT 
people’s lives. Next I outline two strategies that can improve 
the chances of that first round going well.

Str ategy #1: Be Pr epar ed

Perhaps the first and most important step in channeling anger 
toward productive action is simply allowing for the passage of 
time. Don’t react in the moment. Process what you’re feeling, 
breathe deeply, and collect your thoughts. Your initial off-
the-cuff response is almost never the most productive route 
toward a victorious outcome. To confront someone’s position 
that you would like to change, or someone who says some-
thing that is so contrary to what you think is appropriate, 
requires a conscious act of actually pausing, acknowledging 
your natural emotional and frustrated response, and then 
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identifying the more useful one. You might even have to write 
down how you really feel and throw out those notes, then 
clear your head and prepare to respond civilly.

For example, if you asked your boss for a raise or a promo-
tion during your annual review, but your boss responded nega-
tively, you’d be pissed. What if your boss told you: “I can’t give 
you a raise because I think your attitude isn’t what it should 
be. I don’t believe you’re as committed to the job as you could 
be.” How could your view of your work and his perspective 
be so far apart? Understandably, your initial response would 
likely be an argumentative one driven by anger and shock. 
But if you instead pause after hearing this assessment, putting 
aside your anger and shock, you could find something to say 
that might salvage the situation. Take a measured, rational, 
intellectual evaluation of what your boss just said to you. Your 
response, more than anything else, needs to be one that ac-
knowledges the boss’s perspective. You could say, “Wow, this 
is news to me. We obviously have very different perspectives. 
Thank you for sharing this with me. I respect your opinion 
and am committed to getting this situation back on track so 
that we can be discussing a raise at some later point.” This 
response demonstrates that you respect your boss’s authority 
and that you are committed to participating in the solution. 
By responding productively, and less combatively, you’ve also 
acknowledged that there will likely be future conversations 
about a possible raise. You may be wondering, “What about 
the part where I stick up for myself or make the case that I 
think I do a great job?” All of that can happen, but only if and 
when your boss agrees that there is a path forward. When 
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your position is more solid, when you are on a better path to-
ward job security and ultimately a raise, you will be in a much 
better position to highlight what you have historically seen as 
your strengths.

If you know that you are going to be in a situation where 
something could provoke anger, prepare yourself ahead of 
time. For instance, when I was lobbying Congress with Judy 
Shepard for the hate crimes legislation, she accepted the 
strong likelihood that she would hear something that was 
going to enrage her. Going into a contentious scenario emo-
tionally prepared may be half the battle. Prepare for the pro-
cess of navigating the situation in a productive way. Expect 
the anger and prepare to put it aside. Then you can actually 
hear what is being said, work your way through the rhetoric, 
process what matters, and find inside yourself the appropriate 
and most useful response.

You might go into a situation where you are looking for 
several results, only some of which you’ll be successful at 
achieving. For example, in meeting with your boss, if you 
ask for three things and he or she agrees with you on only 
one point, you’ll be disappointed. The reasons your boss 
may give for not agreeing with your other two points will 
undoubtedly make you angry. But ask yourself, If I wanted 
three things and I’m going to get one (as opposed to none), is 
that still a victory? The answer is probably “yes.” You lived 
through the ask to fight another day. You walked away with a 
positive outcome, which creates the opportunity to go back 
later and prove to your boss that you deserve the remainder 
of your requests.
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Str ategy #2: R eplay W hat You Hear d

The second strategy is put into play in the moment. You have 
to truly think about what’s been said in a measured, thought-
ful, intellectual way. Take a step back and figure out what’s at 
the heart of what your opponent (boss, friend, or whomever) 
is saying. It might be hard to believe, but people had said to 
my face, “I’m okay with gay people serving in the military, but 
getting married? Never gonna happen.” And this: “You want 
a raise? I think you’re a deadbeat.” Even when the vitriol is 
utterly offensive, try to put yourself in their shoes, then figure 
out a way to navigate a response that’s going to create some 
movement toward getting what you want. What’s at the heart 
of their disagreement? What do you know about this person? 
How have you prepared for the meeting? How can you con-
tinue the conversation? After all, the most unproductive thing 
you can do is to end the conversation.

As an advocate of LGBT rights, I carried the fate of many 
people on my shoulders, including many soldiers who wanted 
to serve in the military. That inspired me to not lose sight of 
the goal: I needed a vote count for repealing DADT. Keeping 
your eye on the desired outcome can be useful in all sorts of 
settings, particularly true in the workplace, when you have to 
evaluate your boss’s opinion. Ask yourself, Did I just get what I 
wanted, or did I get enough of what I wanted? Or did I get nothing 
of what I wanted? Did I go in looking for a raise but now feel like 
I’m going to get fired? How do I take that anger and channel it into 
something productive? Discipline yourself to stand in the other 
person’s shoes, to gain some sense of where they’re coming 
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from and what is at the heart of their opinion that contrasts 
yours. If you’ve asked your boss for a raise because you think 
you deserve one, and the response is, “You’re not committed 
at all and your future here is uncertain,” the truth probably 
lies somewhere in the middle.

You have to do the work to understand why your boss feels 
this way. The situation might have nothing to do with you: it 
may be that another employee is getting a raise and there’s no 
room in the budget, or perhaps the company is having financial 
trouble. But with a greater level of understanding and a clear 
picture of your own strengths and weaknesses, you can stay in 
the conversation, not be combative, and eventually return to 
the discussion with your boss. One of my favorite rejoinders 
is, “This is the first I’m hearing of these concerns.” This useful 
ploy brings the other person’s guard down. By turning down 
the volume and having a more measured, thoughtful conver-
sation, you might end up hearing something that gives you an 
accurate sense of what’s really going on and gets you closer to 
getting what you want.

If you’re going to successfully turn these circumstances 
around (or any other professional situation), you have to be 
open and honest about your own strengths and weaknesses. 
This involves strategic listening and overcoming sometimes 
long-held differences with others that you may not even real-
ize you have. Once you can let go of the anger, you can create 
a measured, thoughtful, and detailed plan to get what you 
want. You’re now ready to find common ground, which is the 
necessary first step to closing the gap between two disparate 
points of view.
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Finding Common 
Ground2

No matter where you’re from or where you find yourself now, 
the circumstances of your life are largely dependent on your 
choices. However, they can be equally dependent on some-
one else. Your happiness with your partner is predicated not 
just on how much you love him or her, and how good you feel 
about yourself, but on your relationship with his or her family 
and friends. Your success at work is predicated not only on 
how you chart your path but also on how effective you are at 
getting a coworker to do something he doesn’t want to but 
you need him to. This is a universal truth: the way you engage 
with others and how you construct these relationships is ab-
solutely integral to getting what you want.

If there is one lesson I want you to come away with after 
reading this book, it’s that you cannot underestimate the 
power of relationships. Thanks to our all-encompassing reli-
ance on technology and social media platforms, the way we 
communicate with one another has fundamentally changed. 
The once bustling, noisy office environment is now a cone of 
silence. We are increasingly living in our own head, and when 
we do communicate with others, it’s in less personal ways. 
For many of us, it’s easy to get through a day without talking 



44 • • The Gift of A nger

to anyone, at least not in person. Reading online news and 
posting comments on Facebook is not the same as having real 
conversations, especially when you have no idea who is read-
ing your posts or tweets or whether anyone really even cares. 
For those who work in offices, even when the workspace is 
an open floor plan, there’s often no noise: everyone is quietly 
working in their cubicles, getting whatever assignment or task 
done as quietly and efficiently as possible. We’re silently re-
sponding to coworkers’ requests or customers’ questions by 
e-mail or text. Consequently, we’re not developing connective 
relationships: we’re merely providing answers.

To truly understand what’s going on around you, you need 
to create relationships with people on a deep and meaningful 
level. The words that people deliver through e-mail or texting 
are only a part of what they are trying to convey. These com-
munications often lack the sentiment and the emotion behind 
the words; understanding the emotional context is the key to 
strengthening relationships. Personal, one-on-one commu-
nication is the most effective way to develop a higher-level 
relationship. The strategy is to find one important thing that 
you have in common and then build on that shared interest. 
This is called finding common ground: identifying the shared 
humanity among people, no matter what their differences are. 
If there is any anger between you and the person with whom 
you are communicating, common ground is much more eas-
ily reached when you’ve put the anger aside.

Given today’s rapid pace, the diverse and pressing chal-
lenges that compete for our attention, and the overwhelming 
amount of information that we are required to process on a 
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daily basis, it’s not surprising that anger and negativity come 
so easily for many of us. A sense of frustration or irritation 
seems to be the new normal. With that comes the tendency 
to think about how different we are rather than how much we 
are alike. Focusing only on these differences has the potential 
to fuel even more anger and frustration about the world. We 
are becoming poisoned by and addicted to the rush of anger, 
making social change nearly impossible. The most egregious 
example of this can be seen in the political gridlock of Wash-
ington, D.C.

The surprising truth, however, is that you can find common 
ground with people you never expected if you do not let your 
anger consume you. By setting your intention to slow down, 
act civilly, and look for the similarities instead of the differ-
ences, even when we are angry, we can automatically diffuse 
any inner hostility. If everyone would practice this ideal, we 
could create a more positive and productive environment. 
Even in an adversarial relationship, finding common ground 
allows you to create the space for deeper, more meaningful 
conversations. You are essentially saying, “We don’t agree 
on the issue at hand, but in engaging with you at the level of 
what we both have in common, I am going to temporarily put 
our differences aside and open a line of communication to 
create a stronger relationship.” If done effectively, this tactic 
helps the other person recognize mutual interests, which then 
forms the basis of a new, less adversarial relationship. Finding 
common ground allows you to reframe the way another per-
son evaluates you, so there can be some amount of mutual re-
spect, even if the differences are vast. Ultimately, you can use 
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that respect and that changed perspective to create enduring 
change. Building common ground invites an intimacy into a 
shared humanity. It changes the dynamic of the conversation: 
by enabling you to put yourself in another person’s shoes, you 
gain a better sense of what’s in his or her heart.

The Pow er of R elationships

I strongly believe that no matter what your goal is, you have 
to really know the men and women you are working with, 
whether they are your allies or your adversaries. To find com-
mon ground, start by being curious: listen to what others have 
to say and then ask questions. After that, when you want to 
get something done, you’ll know what makes each of your 
colleagues tick. Use that knowledge to your advantage.

Refocusing relationships so they are defined by the hobbies, 
ideals, or principles that you have in common, as opposed to 
your differences, might seem somewhat obvious, but this isn’t 
the way most people operate. In a lot of workplace settings, 
and even social situations, many of us define ourselves against 
others by the things that make us different: our heritage, 
schooling, gender, sexual orientation, or political beliefs, for 
example. We attempt to market ourselves as a special snow-
flake, to show others how unique we are. In today’s fast-paced, 
information-obsessed world, many people feel compelled to 
take what’s inside and spit it out, to lead conversations with 
a snapshot of who we are and what makes us exceptional. Yet 
this reflex can be counterproductive and, worse still, difficult 
to undo. If you are constantly butting heads with someone 
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at work, you might think about this person by defining how 
different their point of view is from your own. Those we don’t 
agree with are always “the other”— that is, You’re either with 
me or against me. With these preconceived biases about peo-
ple, you might think, He doesn’t like my ideas, and he’s old and 
outdated. Or, She doesn’t even go to church. Or, I’m going to be 
able to work with him; he likes the Yankees!

When I first started my career in LGBT advocacy in 2005, 
I found that highlighting differences was the most common 
way people engaged with one another in coalition, in activ-
ism, and in lobbying. Back then, my meetings began by ac-
knowledging clearly stated differences. Whenever we went to 
speak with people who didn’t necessarily agree with us, we 
immediately focused on how the two sides saw things starkly 
differently. These differences then became the subject of the 
conversation: the differences of opinion, the difference of life 
experience, the difference of subtleties within a legislative 
fight, the difference between whether someone was pro-gay 
or antigay. The HRC agenda was to try to change someone’s 
position. My instinct, initially, was to say something like, “We 
want more equality in the workplace for LGBT people. We 
know you don’t want to do it and that you don’t agree with us, 
but here’s why we think it’s the right thing to do.  As you might 
imagine, these conversations quickly became unproductive. 
This line of thinking was received as a nonstarter; focusing on 
differences didn’t offer any space to reach a compromise. Ask-
ing for something vague like “more equality” wasn’t directed 
enough to lead to any sort of change.

Instead, if you want something to happen, whether it’s 
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small (like moving the photocopier) or huge (like creating 
a new workplace policy for parental leave for both men and 
women), I believe you have to begin with finding common 
ground. Rather than immediately going to the place where 
you are blinded by each other’s differences, open yourself to 
the possibility that you and your adversary are more alike 
than you think. When you establish common ground, you’ll 
find that people are more willing to work with you, to find 
compromise, even if they have opposing points of view. This 
creates a softer, more open-door atmosphere, which works 
best no matter the end goal because it highlights the similari-
ties and puts aside the differences. This allows you to start the 
conversation from a place where you both agree.

The Art of Finding Common Ground

For some people, the work of finding common ground feels like 
engaging in meaningless small talk. But this chatter is much 
deeper than it looks. It’s unlikely that I’m ever going to sway 
an anti-choice conservative Republican to becoming a pro-
choice progressive Democrat, but over time I might soften up 
some of their views or open their mind to some ideas that they 
might not otherwise have taken into consideration. Imagine 
that you’re at a dinner party, seated next to your diametric 
opposite on the political spectrum. You could let your time to-
gether be defined by those very significant differences. With 
that approach, however, the dinner conversation wouldn’t go 
far because these attitudes are so emotionally charged. The 
evening would be a complete loss.
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Or you could approach the evening by putting politics 
aside and trying to find some common ground. Discover what 
you and your dinner guest have in common by listening and 
asking questions until you find a shared interest. Then, even 
if you walk away from that dinner party without speaking 
about something substantive, it doesn’t matter: you’ve made 
an ally, an authentic connection, out of someone with a dif-
ferent point of view. At the very least, you are a more enriched 
person for it. At best, the relationship might come in handy 
in some way you couldn’t predict that night. When you first 
realize you’re stuck next to someone so different from your-
self, you might feel anger and frustration, which makes it hard 
to get to common ground. I am guilty of surreptitiously rear-
ranging dinner place cards on more than one occasion. But 
as my friend Mary Beth often says, “It’s a long life.” You never 
know when that very person you thought you had nothing in 
common with could prove useful.

The first part of finding common ground is discovering 
and then acknowledging what, if anything, two parties col-
lectively agree on before focusing on where they don’t agree. 
In a business setting, common ground might turn out to 
be something two sides can work toward, even though it is 
not their top agenda item. For example, when I was working 
with Congress in 2005, we couldn’t muster much support for 
marriage equality. We were fighting the Federal Marriage 
Amendment in Congress, which would have enshrined a ban 
against marriage equality into the Constitution. Issues like 
hate crime prevention and ending the ban on military service 
for gays and lesbians seemed more promising to tackle simply 
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because there was common ground among members of Con-
gress. It was an easier task to find common ground around the 
idea that no one should be the victim of hate-based violence, 
or that anyone who wants to serve his or her country should 
have the opportunity to do so.

President Barack Obama is one of the masters of the strat-
egy of finding common ground. When he first made public his 
support for marriage equality, his language was specifically 
phrased so that it immediately established common ground 
with the American people who might not agree with him. 
During his interview with Robin Roberts of ABC News (ex-
cerpted below), every word, every sentence was purposeful.

PR ESIDENT OBA M A: As I’ve said, I’ve been going through an 
evolution on this issue. I’ve always been adamant that gay and 
lesbian Americans should be treated fairly and equally. . . . I’ve 
stood on the side of broader equality for the LGBT commu-
nity. I had hesitated on gay marriage, in part because I thought 
civil unions would be sufficient . . . to give people hospital visi-
tation rights and other elements that we take for granted. I was 
sensitive to the fact that for many people, the word “marriage” 
was something that evokes very powerful traditions, religious 
beliefs, and so forth.

But I have to tell you that over the course of several years, 
as I talk to friends and family and neighbors, when I think 
about members of my own staff who are incredibly committed, 
in monogamous relationships, same-sex relationships, who 
are raising kids together, when I think about those soldiers 
or airmen or Marines or sailors who are out there fighting 
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on my behalf and yet, feel constrained, even now that Don’t 
Ask, Don’t Tell is gone, because they’re not able to commit 
themselves in a marriage, . . . I’ve just concluded that for me 
personally, it is important for me to go ahead and affirm that I 
think same-sex couples should be able to get married.

Now I have to tell you that part of my hesitation on this has 
also been I didn’t want to nationalize the issue. There’s a ten-
dency when I weigh in to think suddenly it becomes political, 
and it becomes polarized. And what you’re seeing is, I think, 
states working through this issue in fits and starts, all across 
the country. Different communities are arriving at different 
conclusions, at different times. I think that’s a healthy process 
and a healthy debate.

I think it’s important to recognize that folks who feel very 
strongly that marriage should be defined narrowly as between 
a man and a woman; many of them are not coming at it from a 
mean-spirited perspective. They’re coming at it because they 
care about families. And they have a different understanding, 
in terms of what the word “marriage” should mean. And a 
bunch of them are friends of mine, pastors and people who I 
deeply respect.

ROBIN ROBERTS: Especially in the Black community.

PR ESIDENT OBA M A: Absolutely.

ROBIN ROBERTS: And it’s very a difficult conversation to have.

PR ESIDENT OBA M A: Absolutely. But I think it’s important for 
me to say to them that as much as I respect them, as much as I 
understand where they’re coming from, when I meet gay and 
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lesbian couples, when I meet same-sex couples, and I see how 
caring they are, how much love they have in their hearts, show 
they’re taking care of their kids, when I hear from them the 
pain they feel that somehow they are still considered less than 
full citizens when it comes to their legal rights, then for me, I 
think it just has tipped the scales in that direction.

One of the things that you see in a state like New York that 
ended up legalizing same-sex marriages was I thought they 
did a good job in engaging the religious community. Making it 
absolutely clear that what we’re talking about are civil mar-
riages and civil laws. That they’re respectful of religious liberty, 
that churches and other faith institutions are still going to be 
able to make determinations about what their sacraments are; 
what they recognize. But from the perspective of the law and 
the perspective of the state I think it’s important to say that 
in this country we’ve always been about fairness and treating 
everybody as equals. At least that’s been our aspiration. I think 
that applies here as well.

Some of this is also generational. When I go to college cam-
puses, sometimes I talk to college Republicans who think that 
I have terrible policies on the economy or on foreign policy, 
but are very clear that when it comes to same-sex equality or 
sexual orientation that they believe in equality. They’re much 
more comfortable with it. Malia and Sasha, they’ve got friends 
whose parents are same-sex couples. There have been times 
where Michelle and I have been sitting around the dinner table 
and we’ve been talking about their friends and their parents, 
and it wouldn’t dawn on them that somehow their friends’ 
parents would be treated differently. It doesn’t make sense to 
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them. Frankly, that’s the kind of thing that prompts a change 
of perspective; not wanting to somehow explain to your child 
why somebody should be treated differently, when it comes to 
the eyes of the law. If a soldier can fight for us, if a police officer 
can protect our neighborhoods, if a fire fighter is expected to 
go into a burning building to save our possessions or our kids, 
the notion that after they were done with that, that we’d say to 
them, “Oh but by the way, we’re going to treat you differently. 
You may not be able to enjoy the ability of passing on what you 
have to your loved one, if you die.” The notion that somehow if 
you get sick, your loved one might have trouble visiting you in 
a hospital. I think that as more and more folks think about it, 
they’re going to say, “That’s not who we are.”

As I said, I want to emphasize that I’ve got a lot of friends on 
the other side of this issue. I’m sure they’ll be calling me up and 
I respect them. I understand their perspective, in part because 
their impulse is the right one. Which is they want to preserve 
and strengthen families. . . . It’s just that maybe they haven’t 
had the experience that I have had in seeing same-sex couples, 
who are as committed, as monogamous, as responsible, as 
loving as any heterosexual couple that I know. And in some 
cases, more so.

If you look at the underlying values that we care so deeply 
about when we describe family, commitment, responsibility, 
looking after one another, teaching our kids to be responsible 
citizens and caring for one another, I actually think it’s con-
sistent with our best and in some cases our most conservative 
values, sort of the foundation of what made this country 
great.
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I know you know we’re both practicing Christians. 
Obviously, this position may be considered to put us at odds 
with the views of others. But when we think about our faith, 
the thing at root that we think about is not only Christ sacri-
ficing himself on our behalf but it’s also the golden rule. Treat 
others the way you’d want to be treated. I think that’s what 
we try to impart to our kids, and that’s what motivates me as 
president. I figure the more consistent I can be in being true to 
those precepts, the better I’ll be as a dad and a husband, and 
hopefully the better I’ll be as a president.

President Obama talked about his daughters coming home 
from school and referencing their friends who were the chil-
dren of same-sex parents. He respected and acknowledged 
others who were resistant or finding their way on marriage 
equality. He did so not to in any way equivocate in his sup-
port, but rather so express: “See, you’re like me on this jour-
ney. What happens in my household and in my church is 
happening in yours. If I got there, so can you.”

Finding Common Ground w ith the Church 
of Jesus Chr ist of Latter-day Saints

One of my most challenging experiences at HRC occurred in 
2010, when I first met with the leaders of the Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS) in Salt Lake City, Utah. Our 
points of view could not have been more different. After all, in 
2008 the Mormon Church had invested more money than any 
other religious organization in support of California’s Propo-
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sition 8, which denied marriage equality to same-sex couples 
in California. Then, in 2010, Elder Boyd K. Packer, president 
of the Mormon Church’s Quorum of Twelve Apostles, an-
nounced to Mormons around the world in a radio address 
(which was also placed online) that same-sex attraction was 
“impure and unnatural,” changeable, and he characterized 
same-sex marriage as immoral. This kind of language from 
Packer was not only unpleasant, it was dangerous. His words 
infuriated me; they could have tragic consequences. Suicide 
was on the rise in the LGBT community, often set off because 
of bullying. In Utah, the home base for the LDS Church, the 
number of homeless youth that identified as LGBT was over 
40 percent.

Bruce Bastian, a former Mormon who lived in Utah and 
one of the most generous supporters of HRC, counseled 
that we needed to act decisively. We needed to approach the 
church with a clear understanding of their vulnerabilities, in a 
way that would get them to pay attention to their divisive and 
dangerous language. We knew that the LDS Church leader-
ship hated bad publicity, and they had had a public relations 
crisis since Proposition 8. In response to Packer’s address, 
HRC created an online petition for individuals of any faith to 
sign. The statement, directed to the LDS Church, read: “You 
can say what you want and you can do what you want, but 
when you do something that causes a young person to feel like 
they should take their own life, or run away from home, it’s 
shameful.”

The petition got 150,000 signatures. We printed out every 
page and planned to take them in boxes to the Mormon 
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Temple in Salt Lake City. My colleague Sharon Groves, 
HRC’s Religion and Faith program director, came with me. 
Before we arrived, church officials called to express this 
sentiment: “We understand you’re coming. We understand 
you’re bringing news crews. We understand you’re bringing 
boxes of petitions. Here’s how this is going to work. Go to this 
corner, stand here, somebody will come out, somebody will 
take them.” The meeting did some good. We showed the LDS 
Church that we were paying attention, and we reminded the 
LGBT community in Utah and throughout the country that 
we understood the deep challenges many faced within their 
own faith groups.

We were more surprised by our follow-up meeting with 
LDS leaders. Jim Debakis, a longtime, well-respected Salt 
Lake City activist, was part of a small group that had been 
meeting with LDS leaders. I was in Salt Lake City for a fund-
raiser and talked with Jim about setting up a meeting for him, 
Bruce Bastian, HRC communications director Fred Sainz, 
Sharon Groves, and me. Some members of the LGBT com-
munity felt that we shouldn’t further engage with the LDS 
Church, because they viewed it as enemy number one. Yet 
Bruce convinced me that the meeting had the potential to 
be productive, that getting the right people around the table 
held the possibility for a more significant outcome. I agreed 
to the meeting. I knew that we needed to find some common 
ground, some thread that we could hang the whole conversa-
tion on in order to make some progress.

Having heard about some of the private, clandestine con-
versations that had been happening between local LGBT 
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activists and LDS Church leaders, Sharon was prepared for 
a different kind of conversation and sought common ground. 
She asked the church leaders if they could maintain the tenets 
that guide their faith but understand that HRC’s mission in-
volves trying to keep young people from killing themselves. 
She looked for common ground around family. “We know 
Mormons love their kids,” she said. “Our hope is that you 
can see that young people killing themselves or leaving home 
and often ending up on the streets is not something any of us 
want.” It was a long way from, “We’re trying to get gay people 
married.” Instead, Sharon created a place where it could be 
possible to find some common ground. Their response was in 
fact very positive. The church leaders responded with respect 
for the work of HRC. They too did not want young people to 
end their lives. The LDS elders ended up deleting that offen-
sive language from the text, which was then circulated around 
the world.

Our minimal understanding of the LDS community as 
those Christians with the funny handshake and bizarre 
underwear was transformed into a more thoughtful, less ar-
rogant understanding of a faith that has been and continues 
to be meaningful for millions. Their understanding of the 
LGBT community as angry, aggressive, sex-obsessed, amoral 
people became more complicated after our meeting. They 
were forced to see HRC’s authentic commitment to youth 
who were hurting. This encounter helped HRC’s religious 
work hereafter to include a strategy of engagement with 
those who think differently than us. This initial conversation 
was the beginning of great changes within the LDS Church. 
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Today, the Church’s position is vastly different than it was 
just five years ago. They are not patently antigay in their 
rhetoric anymore. They no longer aggressively demonstrate 
against marriage equality, and they have taken steps to speak 
out against discrimination of gay people in the workplace. 
Many of its members still hold the same old antigay views; 
they just don’t speak about or act on these beliefs in the de-
structive ways they did in the past. They have a much better 
understanding of the harm that overt homophobic language 
causes young people.

Since those days, there have been further changes in the 
LDS Church. In the 2012 battle for marriage equality in four 
states, the LDS Church was surprisingly quiet— a far cry from 
their noise in 2008! Recently they publicly supported a non-
discrimination act in Utah stating that a gay person should 
not be fired because of his or her sexuality. The Church also 
created a gay Mormon website that, while far from perfect, 
does not demonize LGBT people in the ways it had before. 
These positions are far from ideal. The Church continues to 
make unfortunate mistakes, such as the 2015 decision to disal-
low the Mormon children of same-sex couples to be baptized 
until they are eighteen (a blunder that surprised even many in 
church leadership and resulted in fifteen hundred Mormons 
leaving the LDS Church). But unlike the days of Proposition 
8, after this unfortunate decision, church leaders immediately 
qualified their position and talked directly with the LGBT 
community.

The model of overcoming anger and finding common 
ground is hard work, and it doesn’t result in instant transfor-
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mation, but it is the most powerful strategy, particularly in 
religious contexts, for making lasting change. I imagine that 
a time will come when the LDS leadership will change its 
position and view LGBT people as children of God. I believe 
that our deep, if difficult, engagement and search for common 
ground will have helped pave the way.

W hen the Enemy Wa nts To Be Your A lly

It is nearly impossible to grow—socially, emotionally, intel-
lectually— or to enact lasting social change unless we open 
ourselves up to finding common ground, no matter how di-
vergent our views might appear. After the LGBT community 
lost Proposition 8 in California in 2008, which meant that 
voters supported a constitutional ban on same-sex marriage, 
I was invited to appear on the Dr. Phil Show as part of a panel 
to discuss the issue. There were three pro–marriage equality 
and three anti– marriage equality people on the panel, and the 
audience was split in terms of support. I sat with the mayor 
of San Francisco, Gavin Newsom, and civil rights attorney 
Gloria Allred. The other side was represented by Maggie Gal-
lagher, a leader in the fight against marriage equality; evan-
gelical religious leader Jim Garlow, the minister of one of the 
biggest churches in southern California; as well as chair of the 
Proposition 8 campaign.

Typically I try to find common ground when I debate 
someone on television or the radio. I find that it brings their 
guard down a little bit and makes them like me a little more 
than they initially intended. While my adversary might start 
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a conversation disagreeing with me on ten different points, 
before the conversation ends, I might eventually bring them 
around to seeing my way of thinking on four of those points 
(that might be as much of a victory as I will ever get). How-
ever, on this show I couldn’t get a word in: Gloria Allred, not 
surprisingly, did most of the talking, and the mayor and I sat 
there quietly, watching the circus unfold. I knew it would be 
uncomfortable, but I never expected how vicious the show 
would become. Some audience members yelled, “You’re 
going to hell, and you’re never getting married.” The panelists 
seemed to validate the audience’s collective emotions. Where 
could we go with that? It was like a bad episode of The Jerry 
Springer Show.

When the taping ended, there was so much anger coming 
from both camps in the audience that security guards had 
to come in and empty the theater; the panelists were shown 
to the green rooms. Somehow, in the craziness, Gavin New-
som and Gloria Allred went in one direction, and I was stuck 
with the opposition. Much to my surprise, though, while we 
were waiting to be released, Jim Garlow tried to engage me 
in a conversation, even after he had laid out on national tele-
vision exactly how I was going to spend my afterlife. “If I’m 
ever in Washington,” he asked me, “can I come see you?” I was 
speechless, slightly offended, and sort of confused by the re-
quest, but I pulled myself together. “Sure,” I said. I was certain 
I would never hear from him again.

A month later, Reverend Garlow called me. “I think it’s 
important for us to learn more about one another,” he said. 
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I recognized his agenda right away: he was searching for 
common ground. One of the first things we talked about 
was that my father had died when I was young. We had this 
interesting conversation not about being raised by a single 
mom but about having a parent die young. About a month 
after this conversation, Garlow was interviewed in Newsweek. 
“I’m going to say something that people will be surprised by,” 
he said, “but I consider Joe Solmonese to be my friend. In a 
handful of personal conversations with him, I have a greater 
understanding of the circumstances of his life and a greater 
respect for who he is as a person and whether he thinks this or 
not, I think of him as a friend.”

Garlow went out of his way to get to know me and to put 
our politics aside. Even though we were still very far apart 
ideologically, he had done the work to find common ground. 
The more information I gave him, the more I humanized my-
self. It wasn’t much, but it inspired him to identify me as a 
friend. This may not ultimately change his heart or mind, but 
it will make it impossible for him to see me as a caricature of a 
gay activist. As someone with influence in the world, Garlow 
holds a lot of power with his pronouncements. If nothing else, 
his opposition might become more thoughtful and nuanced 
because he has a relationship with someone on the other side. 
This subtle, more thoughtful change could make a huge dif-
ference to an LGBT person who follows Garlow’s pronounce-
ments. If they see that Joe Solmonese is his friend, it may help 
them to see that their own lives could hold value even in the 
most nonaffirming spaces.
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Identifying A llies through Finding 
Common Ground

A big part of the strategy for the fight for LGBT equality 
was to put ourselves under the umbrella of the civil rights 
movement. We took it upon ourselves to describe our fight 
as a modern-day civil rights struggle. We understood that 
using the language and the imagery of the civil rights fight 
was good for us. It seemed obvious to me that our movement 
was so clearly the country’s current civil rights struggle. And 
it seemed to me that African Americans should recognize and 
sympathize with the discrimination we faced and should be 
among our strongest supporters. Yet while some brave leaders 
like Coretta Scott King and Julian Bond were supportive, the 
sentiment among many in that movement was decidedly dif-
ferent. They believed that our experiences of oppression and 
discrimination could not be (and should not be) compared to 
anything African Americans experienced and that we had not 
earned the right to coopt the language and imagery of their 
civil rights struggle.

I felt strongly that we needed to do a better job of finding 
common ground with the current leadership of the African 
American civil rights movement. In 2008, on the heels of our 
defeat with Proposition 8, I had the opportunity to meet with 
Reverend Eric Lee, a heroic civil rights activist and member 
of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference who was 
living in Los Angeles, and Wade Henderson, a personal hero 
of mine and the head of the Leadership Conference on Civil 
Rights. Both men asked me the same questions: What had the 
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LGBT community done to help illustrate for African Ameri-
cans that there were life experiences and issues that we had in 
common? What had we done to illustrate to African Ameri-
cans that their enemies were our enemies? What role had any 
of us played in remediating their issues— either historically 
or today? In other words, these great leaders were asking me if 
I could identify the common humanity among the people we 
needed more than they needed us.

With this understanding, thereafter I tried to work more in 
conjunction with the African American civil rights commu-
nity to speak out around issues that were important to them. 
HRC continued to strike common ground in terms of how we 
worked together. We reminded people that while we respected 
the differences in oppression that our respective communi-
ties had faced, we were grateful to take the lessons learned by 
pioneering civil rights activists and to work alongside them in 
forging our own fight. Once the civil rights leaders knew they 
could count on us, that became our common ground.

Finding Common Ground as M ar k eting

One of the turning points in the fight for marriage equality 
came when we began to realize that we had to make some 
significant changes in the way we looked for common ground 
with the larger American public. Among the many things we 
did, we ran a variety of focus groups to determine what would 
be the best way to reach common ground. Our initial tactic 
had been to advertise our efforts as “we LGBT people are just 
like you, and we should have the same things that you have.” 
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That effort espoused that the LGBT community looks just 
like everyone else, with homes, cars, kids, and jobs. The mes-
sage was that we’re successful and we contribute to society, 
that we’re your neighbors and coworkers and you’re probably 
lucky to know us, to work by our side, and to have us living on 
your block.

However, that strategy didn’t work. It turned out that 
most Americans just didn’t see the inequities we faced with 
the absence of marriage. We were, perhaps, the victims of our 
own success when it came to integrating into mainstream 
society. The response we got during focus groups was, “You 
guys don’t have it so bad. Why do you want marriage any-
way?” We didn’t just have a problem with those who were 
opposed; we also had a complacency problem with those in 
the middle. So we switched gears to find a different kind of 
common ground. Instead of saying we were just like every-
one else, we refocused our message: “If you and your spouse 
couldn’t be married, here are all the vulnerabilities you would 
face. Think about your overall welfare and healthcare and 
the financial decisions you make about one another and your 
children.” Same-sex couples who want to marry are victims 
of that inequity, the new message was. We often told the story 
of two eighty-five-year-old veterans who met during World 
War II. “Look at these men. They are Americans heroes. After 
forty years together, if and when one of them dies, the other 
will lose his home and half his pension because they weren’t 
able to marry.” The emotion behind such stories, and the un-
derstanding of real tangible loss and vulnerability in the ab-
sence of marriage, moved people beyond whatever resistance 
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they had harbored. This basic message became our fight for 
common ground.

Con versation Starters

The truth is, common ground doesn’t have to be profound: 
it can be a shared interest in finding the best pizza in town. 
I once found myself at a bar watching an NCAA basketball 
game during March Madness. I was meeting up with a col-
league who was bringing along his friend who we thought 
could be a valuable connection. We found common ground 
instantly talking about the Boston Red Sox. This was be-
yond ironic because I know nothing about the Red Sox even 
though I’m from Boston, but the one thing I did know about 
was then center fielder Jacoby Ellsbury, because my mother 
was a big fan, and I had once seen him in a restaurant with 
my friends Mary and Becky, who were huge fans. We ended 
up talking about the Red Sox all night. I couldn’t chat about 
the game or the season or even the strengths or weaknesses of 
particular players— I knew nothing— but I could talk about 
the institution and the way so many Bostonians felt about the 
team. I could tell it was a different kind of Red Sox conver-
sation for him, but I could also tell that we had bonded. I’d 
never guessed that we’d found common ground around our 
hometown sports team.

To get started, take a quick audit of yourself. Ask, How cu-
rious am I? How easy is it for me to pull something from nothing? 
How much work do I have to put into the appearance of being 
curious, and how observant am I? How easy is it sitting, looking 
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at somebody? If I had to engage in a conversation, and start ask-
ing you questions right now, how easy would it be for me to do 
it? Curiosity doesn’t come naturally for some people, but you 
can enhance yours just by taking time to be present in your 
own world. Then work on conversation starters where you can 
find a shared interest. With strangers, start at the most micro 
level: what people are wearing, reading, eating, drinking, and 
so on. If you know who you are meeting with, prepare ahead 
of time by Googling them and discovering a few facts. Just a 
few starters will help you find common ground.

M aking New Connections a nd Listening

Consider making a connection with everyone you meet, 
no matter how different they may seem compared to you. 
Throughout most of my career, whether I was working on 
campaigns or leading the biggest LGBT organization in 
America, my office was always filled with people just like me. 
I was the liberal, leftie, pro-choice, pro-gay Democrat. My en-
tire work life, 100 percent of the people I worked with, also fit 
that description. But when Ted Gavin and I started our busi-
ness, for the first time I found myself working with some peo-
ple whose ideology and political affiliation were very different 
from mine. Today I even work with a handful of Republicans.

When a new guy comes to the office who looks different 
from you, has a nasty temperament, seems to hate his job, or 
is bringing his anger toward his lot in life into the workplace, 
don’t just take a step back and dismiss him. We are all more 
than what we initially appear to be. Take the initiative to find 
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common ground. The shared humanity you discover may be 
very narrowly focused: a sliver of an interest that helps him 
give you the respect you need, and you to give him the respect 
he needs, to be able to work productively together. That is all 
you’re going to accomplish, but that’s success. Someday, be-
cause you’ve stayed at it, for example, this guy will become 
your ally. Making new connections, although initially uncom-
fortable or unnatural for you, is a complicated and important 
exercise to go through to strengthen the working relationship 
with the new person or even with someone you’ve known for 
a long time, such as your mother-in-law.

• • • •

One of the greatest ways to find common ground to get things 
done, including changing someone else’s position, is to be a 
good listener. Instead of talking, taking what’s inside of you 
and spitting it out, start listening so that in the long run you 
can be a more meaningful contributor to the conversation. In 
chapter 3 you’ll learn that how well you listen has everything 
to do with how quickly you can find common ground. The 
temptation to shut down relationships or conversations with 
those who anger you is a bad strategy for achieving change. 
My advice is to always be strategic rather than outraged. The 
next chapter explores how to be a better listener when some-
one else is talking. This allows you to form a strategy that 
takes into account all the information available to you, which 
enables to you get what you want.
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If I’ve learned one thing in my advocacy career, it’s that you’ll 
get farther if you are a good listener rather than a good talker. 
“Listening well” doesn’t mean you have an uncanny sense of 
hearing, or that you can understand a foreign language or two. 
It refers to being actively aware during a conversation so that 
you can intellectually process what the other person is saying. 
Good listeners take in information rather than spitting infor-
mation out and understand that the process of receiving in-
formation ultimately serves them when they need to present 
strategically useful information at the right place and time. 
Effective listeners are always the most curious individuals. 
Being a naturally curious person means that you have a much 
easier time asking questions and that you are genuinely inter-
ested in the answers you are receiving. Unharnessed, angry, 
off-the-cuff responses, on the other hand, negatively impact 
your willingness to listen and greatly diminish your curiosity. 
Without channeling your initial anger (which might be a very 
legitimate, valid response), you can become deaf to other peo-
ple’s thoughts and ideas that may in fact benefit you.

Regardless of your political affiliation, many people char-
acterize former President Bill Clinton as one of our smartest 
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presidents, while former President George W. Bush is often 
satirized for not being particularly intelligent. One of the 
reasons for this is that anyone who knows or has spent time 
around Bill Clinton will tell you that he is the most curious 
person they’ve ever met. He is curious about everyone he 
meets and about abstract, distant, and obscure ideas and 
fields of study. His ability to take in massive amounts of in-
formation makes him a truly unique individual. In the case of 
George W. Bush, I don’t think you get to be leader of the free 
world by being dumb. However, this former president left me 
with the impression that there was little that he was innately 
curious about.

When you are curious and ask questions, you give other 
people the sense that you are interested in them. People re-
spond to that. They want to be thought of as someone other 
people think are worth spending time with. For example, if 
you are on a date and ask lots of questions, the other person 
spends most of the time talking about themselves. If you 
asked them how they would rate the date, most likely they 
will say they felt like it was interesting— and that you were 
interesting. The fact that you didn’t talk much but asked 
questions and let them talk about themselves creates bonding 
and connection. I am a curious person. I ask lots of questions 
based on what I am observing, whether I’m at a friend’s house 
or a business dinner. I create conversation triggers that could 
be about almost anything— from someone’s appearance, to 
what they say or do, to the surrounding environment. These 
triggers allow me to quickly find common ground, so that I 
can move the conversation along to a productive place.
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One challenge I have in my professional life, now that I am 
no longer with the Human Rights Campaign, is that I work 
with mostly straight men whose interest in sports far exceeds 
my own. Even though I’m a curious person, and lately I’m try-
ing to pay more attention to sports, I’m never going to be able 
to compete with any guy when he’s talking about a particular 
player or a specific game. I try to take the conversation to a 
peripheral place where we can find common ground, but this 
isn’t easy. I’m always grateful to the person who makes the 
effort to do this with me. My colleague Stan Mastil, for ex-
ample, is an avid sports fan. He is also somebody that people 
enjoy being around and want to work with because he tries 
to be inclusive and he’s a good listener. Stan goes to great 
lengths to talk about sports with me, either one-on-one or in 
a group setting, especially about high-profile gay athletes. In 
2014, when the NFL teams were choosing their draft picks, 
Stan said, “Hey Joe, if defensive end Michael Sam doesn’t get 
picked, don’t think that it is an antigay sentiment within the 
NFL. He’s just a little bit too short and a little bit too slow.” I 
didn’t know who Michael Sam was. “I don’t understand any-
thing that you’re saying,” I admitted.

Stan made a great effort to explain to me the football 
terminology as well as Michael Sam’s pros and cons. He 
was thoughtful enough to engage me in a place he thought 
I would be curious about within his own range of interests. 
He was genuinely authentic. Even if you’re not interested in 
what someone’s position or passion is, you can always find a 
way to bring their interests into the conversation. Stan made 
the tactical effort by asking himself, This is an office full of 
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people whose common ground is sports. But this interest doesn’t 
apply to Joe, who’s someone I should find some common ground 
with. Here’s how I can bring Joe into the conversation and bring 
him into the group. It’s generally an effective communication 
strategy.

Be Actively Cur ious

One of the inherent perks of being both curious and a good 
listener is that people will notice you. Being a curious listener 
makes you a more interesting, empathetic employee, friend, 
or partner. These traits are vitally important in the business 
setting, where so much of the work is collaborative. How 
teams come together, and whether or not you are included, 
has as much to do with how well you work with others as with 
your actual skill set. Even if you think, I am the best person for 
this team. I’m the smartest person. I’m the best accountant. I’m 
the best programmer, most people will prefer the second best 
person if they just like working with that employee. Even if 
you are not the fastest at whatever it is that you do, if you can 
make others feel that you are listening to what they say and 
are willing to take what you hear into account regarding the 
work, you’ll be the employee others choose to collaborate 
with.

One of the first things I learned when I was working on po-
litical campaigns was how to conduct myself at a fundraiser or 
dinner party. I was taught that whenever you walk into a so-
cial setting, bring your curiosity with you by coming prepared 
with five questions that you can ask anyone. My questions 
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tend to be harmless, universal, and designed to elicit informa-
tion and keep the conversation going. My opening question is 
typically, “How is your family?” whether I know that person’s 
family or not. This question shows that you are interested in 
someone on a personal level. It’s also very useful if you can’t 
remember if someone is married, divorced, has kids, and so 
on. People will answer the question as it applies to them. For 
instance, I asked this question once to a man at a work con-
ference. I assumed that he would answer by talking about his 
wife, although I wasn’t entirely certain that he was married. 
Instead, he spoke at great length about his father’s terminal 
illness. I was able to talk about the recent loss of my mother. 
Each of his answers was a prompt for what my next question 
would be. Eventually we got around to business, but that part 
of the conversation was completely on his terms, and I was 
ready for when he moved the conversation in that direction.

One way to become more curious is to be a more informed 
person. Carve out twenty minutes to half-an-hour a day to 
read the newspaper (online or paper copy) and get caught 
up locally and globally. Familiarize yourself with four or five 
different subject areas aside from the front page, depending 
on your interests. It could be sports, arts, food, real estate, 
movies— whatever. Before you know it, you are going to find 
things that are of even greater interest to you. I read the New 
York Times from cover to cover every day. No matter where 
you are in the world or in the country, the New York Times is 
the national newspaper of record. Its many sections are de-
voted to diverse and interesting subject matter. The New York 
Times may not be your ideological stripe, so you can read the 
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Wall Street Journal. Both papers are national publications with 
many different areas of focus, with nationally recognized 
writers with nationally recognized reputations. If you are 
really pressed for time, just read the “Week in Review” sec-
tion on Sundays, where journalists process and analyze the 
news through a particular filter. With this prep, you’ll have 
ample conversation starters at the ready. When I was writing 
this book, for example, everyone in New York or Washing-
ton, D.C., where I spend a lot of time, was talking about the 
sold-out Broadway hit Hamilton. Because I read the New York 
Times every day, even though I couldn’t get tickets, I could 
still strike up a conversation about the show.

Another way to be more curious is to try to learn ahead of 
time as much as you can about the people you’re going to be 
talking to. Before a meeting, I learn all I can about a person. 
Almost no one is beyond a Google search. If you know you’re 
going into a negotiation, or will be asking for something, 
knowing about the person puts you in a position of power. 
I don’t meet with anyone new (personally or professionally) 
without running their name through Google, Facebook, and 
LinkedIn. Reading about them always gives me a different 
perspective. I might find a new piece of information that 
might help me find common ground with the person at the 
meeting.

One caveat: Be careful about how you throw around the in-
formation you find online. You want to be knowledgeable, but 
you don’t want to appear as if you’ve been stalking the person. 
You don’t want to say something like, “Hey, congratulations! I 
understand you just had your twentieth anniversary. We have 
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a mutual friend on Facebook, and I found my way over to 
your side.” My friend Dani once was going for a new job and 
looked up her potential new boss’s political giving. She de-
cided to reference this data in her interview, introducing the 
politician’s name and party affiliation into the conversation. 
Unfortunately, her strategy backfired. The new boss couldn’t 
stand that politician and had been forced to make the dona-
tion because that person had supported his industry.

M aster ing the Art of Mindfulness

The best listeners are those who have mastered the art of 
mindfulness: being fully in the present moment and partic-
ipating in whatever is in front of them. Mindfulness allows 
you to look at all angles of a problem and solve it because you 
are present to every aspect of it. You are able to approach a 
situation from a more neutral point of view, where you are in 
effect creating the space necessary for change.

I consider myself to be a mindful listener because of my 
inherent curious nature, the fact that my parents raised me 
to be a well-mannered person, and the reality that I actually 
listen to (and do not interrupt) people when they talk. In fair-
ness, though, I grew up in a world where information came 
more slowly, and it was conveyed in a limited number of ways. 
We had network news, radio, and print newspapers and mag-
azines. We live in a very different world today. Because of the 
overwhelming availability of data everywhere, all the time, 
young people in particular tend to have the greatest challenge 
simply sitting and listening. Millennials (those born between 
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1982 and 1994), understandably, are more dismissive or sus-
pect about outdated modes of ingesting information. Yet it’s 
in their best interest to put information in its proper place, 
and mindfully listening is ultimately still one of the most 
powerful tools of communication.

Sitting quietly and listening to someone talk for fifteen 
minutes is no longer the standard way to receive information. 
Today we can get information in an exponentially larger 
number of ways: texting, emailing, the Internet, thousands 
of television channels, and so on. The sorting and processing 
of this overabundance of information has to happen much 
more quickly, therefore we have much less bandwidth to deal 
with external dramas. Not everyone is going to get you in-
formation in fewer than 140 characters. In face-to-face inter-
actions, especially for millennials, it might seem like people 
talk incessantly. Yet we all have to learn how to listen when 
they do. Even if you think that it is the most antiquated way of 
conveying information, actual conversation should always be 
reserved for the most important interactions. How well you 
listen and process that medium says everything about how 
effective you are going to be at responding or executing the 
instructions given.

Mindful listening can be challenging because it is a passive 
activity: you are at the whim of the person you are listening 
to. Although listening begins as a passive activity, as you get 
better, you’ll see that it is actually an active exercise. It’s like 
the research phase of writing a paper or doing good detective 
work. You’re downloading all the information someone wants 
to give you. Then you end up controlling the conversation, 
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without being overbearing, because you’ve let them express 
everything they think. At this point, you can choose how to 
respond and move the conversation in the direction you want 
to go. I actually saw a great example of this on an episode of 
the Bravo television series The Real Housewives of New York. It 
was the sage Bethenny Frankel who said to another woman: 
“Your problem is you always come in hot, like a missile.” The 
implication was that her friend always came into a conversa-
tion loaded with what it was she wanted to talk about, without 
creating the necessary space for any feedback or a meaningful 
exchange.

While The Real Housewives may not be the best place to 
draw philosophical examples about manners and how we 
engage with one another, I find myself using the phrase “com-
ing in hot” more than I ever thought I would. Most people, 
especially those new to the workforce, have a tendency to 
come into any conversation hot, invariably saying: “Listen to 
me. This is what I want to talk about. This is what I want you 
to do for me. This is what I need.” However, if you combine 
listening, learning, asking questions, and soliciting informa-
tion, you’ll be able to hear what it is that they say and then 
formulate your response to move them closer to your goals.

“The Ask”

When I worked for EMILY’s List, I truly believed (and still 
do) that ensuring that the face of Congress look like the face 
of America was important and worth funding. But if I went 
into a fundraiser “hot” and started talking about what excited 
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me about the organization, I was often not successful at rais-
ing money. Founder Ellen Malcolm came up with a counter-
strategy to this approach. She realized that the key to being 
an effective fundraiser, or to be better at any job, was to be a 
better listener.

To get what you want— whether it’s money, a promotion, 
or an answer to a question— mindful listening allows you 
to take control of the conversation, by keeping the person 
you’re speaking with engaged. During any meeting, you need 
to listen to what the other person has to say and consciously 
take the information in, and then move the conversation by 
asking questions that build on what you’ve just heard. You can 
process their responses as you formulate your own, each time 
getting a little bit closer to getting what you want. At EMILY’s 
List we would teach campaign fundraisers how to be better 
listeners at a seminar we called “The Elements of an Ask.” 
The process involved starting a conversation by first asking 
questions to give you a sense of the person’s mind-set. Based 
on the information learned, you formulate a specific ask and 
then hold back from saying one more word until you receive 
a clear response.

Sometimes the excuses people gave for not donating 
money made me a little angry. For example, if a potential 
donor told me they hated politics, had no interest in elections 
or the people running in them, I would think to myself, How 
can this woman not care about something that has such an impact 
on her life and the lives of people much less fortunate? But I would 
need to put that anger aside in the moment and instead craft 
a response that would move these people toward their wallet. 
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So I would acknowledge what they had just said, by repeating 
their statement, then I would immediately move to finding 
common ground, a place where we could agree. “I hear that 
you hate politics,” I would say, “but can you tell me what the 
public policy implications are that would most adversely im-
pact you?” By getting that donor to articulate her opinion, we 
would get to common ground.

Once I changed my strategy to lead with questions (instead 
of “coming in hot”), even if I was meeting with a group I had 
struck out with before, I brought in more donations. When 
people feel that their feedback is part of a solution, they are 
more engaged donors. For instance, if they cared deeply about 
the issues that EMILY’s List candidates championed, or felt 
empowered by simply seeing more women in office, I would 
steer the conversation not toward the electoral “process” but 
rather toward the “outcome” or the result of the “process.” 
This redirection usually worked to put donors and fundrais-
ers in a place where it was appropriate to make a financial ask.

Winning the R epea l of DA DT by Listening

Mindful listening has dozens of applications throughout 
my typical day. It can be your most effective secret weapon 
during any conversation between people with opposing 
views. Sometimes during a negotiation you feel affinity to-
ward one another; at other times, you are negotiating with an 
enemy. In this case, the anger you inevitably feel can cloud 
your thinking. The key to successfully negotiating anything is 
to bring the conversation as close to a civil transaction as pos-



Listening Mindfu lly • • 79

sible, which is more akin to the process you would go through 
with someone you actually like. When you find yourself in a 
position in which you must negotiate, understanding where 
the resistance to your point lies is the key to getting what you 
want. If you are negotiating a business deal, or trying to buy a 
house, you don’t go into the meeting and state your demands: 
“I deserve a raise!” Or “I shouldn’t have to spend more than 
$50,000 over market value.” Instead, if you set the ground-
work by creating an ongoing conversation, soliciting from 
your adversary information that will tell you what he or she 
feels are the strengths and weaknesses of your argument, then 
you can improve your offer to match expectations.

The journey toward repealing Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell offers 
up the best examples of the importance of mindful listening 
because, like many legislative efforts to expand rights for peo-
ple, it involved a highly emotional and passionate group— in 
this case, gay and lesbian soldiers who were serving heroically 
yet silently. It was often terribly frustrating and disheartening 
for them to sit in coalition meetings and listen to conversations 
with elected officials about poll numbers, election results, and 
political expediency. To them, and to me, this issue was such 
a no-brainer: it should be a conversation about basic fairness 
and anyone’s right to serve. The difficult yet important work 
of listening reminds us that just because we think everyone 
should agree with us doesn’t necessarily mean that they do or 
they will. While we might not like what we hear from people 
in response to asking for what we want, we have an obligation 
to respond to what we hear and not what we want to hear.

I talked to people across the country about their views on 
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the Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell policy. Taking the time and energy 
to listen to their positions, rather than telling them about my 
views, I was able to understand what was at the heart of their 
opposition to repealing this law. Then I was able to share my 
philosophy from a clear and centered place where the oppo-
sition could hear my argument and respond appropriately. 
More often than not, I was able to move the needle forward 
and get what I wanted out of the conversation. If I had ap-
proached each congressional representative and shared my 
point of view, I would be less likely to get an honest response. I 
couldn’t say what was really on my mind, which was: “I’m here 
to talk to you about repealing Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell, which I’m 
sure you agree is a discriminatory piece of legislation, so it’s 
important that you support our efforts to repeal it.”

Instead, I started the conversation by asking, “How do you 
feel about the Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell policy?” By doing so, I 
wasn’t leading or characterizing the conversation. If the re-
sponse was, “I don’t really care about Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell; 
I’m not that interested in it unless my constituents tell me 
they are,” then I would have to respect the outcome. That 
response was at the very least an honest one, which allowed 
me to move the conversation to address my next point. As 
troubling as it may sound, this was the response I got from 
many members of congress. Oftentimes, my conversation 
with congressmen about the importance of gay people being 
able to serve in the military would just end at this point. But 
I couldn’t let my emotions and my anger cloud my listening 
and ask, “What kind of an idiot are you?” Not the productive 
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thing to do. Instead, I would continue to ask questions rather 
than make statements, in a way that allowed the legislators to 
speak their truth in a nonthreatening way. Through mindful 
listening, I would endeavor to really hear their truth.

If my goal was to get a specific member of Congress to vote 
with us, I would respond with facts: “A vote’s coming up, and 
you’re going to have to vote yes or no. I’m interested to hear 
what it might be that would get you to vote yes for repealing 
DADT.” In one case, I spoke with an elected official who was 
supposed to be a leader and an agent of change, but he told me 
that all he really cared about is not being out of step with his 
constituents. I had to meet him where he was. I knew what 
we had to do next. We visited that congressman’s district to 
demonstrate to him that the people who vote for him in fact 
want him to repeal DADT. Ultimately, this was the key to 
getting him to vote yes.

Another response I received from members of Congress 
went along these lines: “I don’t think gay people should be 
able to serve in the military, because I think it’s bad for morale 
if you make straight men and gay men have to take a shower 
together.” While such statements made my blood boil, I had 
to respond in a way that would, at the very least, keep the 
conversation going and, at best, lead to a vote to repeal the 
law. The work that we did to change that Congressman’s 
mind was not the work I had always pictured myself doing, 
but it demonstrated that we listened. Our strategic response 
was a result of what he had to say, not what we had to say. 
The difference represents a subtle but significant behavioral 
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shift. Even though we knew that we were on the right side of 
history, we had to adopt the mind-set of the person we were 
listening to and use their reality as the springboard to get 
to yes.

For instance, some members of Congress— and leaders in 
the military— felt that it was important to do an implemen-
tation study and fully examine how the repeal of Don’t Ask, 
Don’t Tell would influence military readiness and morale. At 
HRC, we felt that this was not only unnecessary but an insult 
to the men and women who were currently serving honor-
ably. However, we listened to our allies, who counseled us 
that the study was something that had to happen. It would 
give political cover as the document these folks could point 
to when they finally agreed to vote in favor of repeal. And 
in fact, most of the members of Congress who told us they 
needed to see that study completed ultimately voted for re-
peal of DADT.

The strategy of adopting the opponent’s mind-set and using 
their reality as the springboard to get to yes works when you 
are trying to change minds on an individual basis. However, 
moving groupthink is an entirely different story. The way that 
the American people were moved on the subject of Don’t Ask, 
Don’t Tell happened just how you would expect: brave men 
and women who had been serving in silence came out and 
shared their stories— over and over again. They put a face and 
a name on a conflict, selflessly showing what it means to be 
heroic. The small role I played was simply getting Congress 
to catch up to where I believed the American public already 
were on the issue.
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Disrupting Chronic Inter rupting

One of the easiest ways to be a better listener is simply to stop 
talking. When I watch most people engaged in a conversation, 
it seems that they’re right on the edge of their seat, biding 
their time until they can jump in and talk again. The minute 
they find a tiny, little opening in the narrative, they jump in 
with what they want to say. A classic example of this is when 
people try to finish one another’s sentences. Yet when they do, 
the other person often tells them: “Well, no, that’s not what I 
was going to say.” If you’re a lot more invested in speaking to 
hear yourself talk, you are going to turn off the people who 
need to listen to your ask. I used to work with a guy named 
Rob who, like many people, talked much more than he lis-
tened. He talked to sound smart, and he talked because he 
was insecure about what people thought he knew and didn’t 
know. This was Rob’s undoing. Whenever a group of people 
were pulled together to solve a problem, nobody ever wanted 
him around. Nobody wanted to listen to him.

Don’t be Rob. A mindful listener is a patient listener. By 
waiting to respond, you can pick up on how the other person’s 
message changes as they rattle on, then use that shift in the 
message to your advantage. It’s likely that you may have a 
different opinion than you would have had if you had started 
speaking two-thirds of the way through what the other per-
son was saying, rather than waiting until they finished. What 
might happen is that the substance of what you want to say 
doesn’t change, but the content changes because of what you 
heard at the end of their statement. This is the difference be-
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tween the learned discipline of “I won’t speak until you are 
done, which will allow you to say something that may inform 
my argument” instead of “I am going to say what I want, re-
gardless, so that I can get what I want.” These are two different 
motivations.

Let’s use an example from my office during a formal per-
formance review with a young employee named Samantha. 
She wasn’t making herself part of the team. I wasn’t im-
pressed with her work, and she wasn’t getting along well with 
the rest of the staff. When I asked Samantha why she was 
having problems in the office, she responded with a laundry 
list of complaints about how she felt underappreciated by 
the staff. She paused briefly, but because I was quietly listen-
ing and watching her, it seemed to me like there was more 
she wanted to say. The last thing Samantha said, almost as 
a postscript to the conversation, revealed all: “I don’t know. 
I’m also upset because my father died last Thursday, and I’m 
still feeling upset.” I had no idea that this major event had 
happened. Now that I knew, I could completely understand 
how Samantha’s personal life was affecting her work. Because 
I let her finish speaking, and really paid attention— sensing 
she had more to say and giving her the space to say it before 
jumping in— she gave me a piece of information that would 
largely reform the tone and substance of my response. I 
couldn’t brush the problems she was having at work under 
the rug, but I could change the way I delivered my message. 
“I am really sorry about the loss of your father,” I said. “Please 
let me know if there is anything I can do to help. Let’s see 
if we can constructively separate what’s going on with you 
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personally from what’s going on in the office. And maybe we 
need to give the healing process a bit more time.”

An even better strategy for active listening is one I 
learned from working with reporters. More than anyone 
I know, these men and women are specifically trained to 
be good listeners. They understand the longer they don’t 
say anything after they ask a question, the more a subject 
is likely to talk; and the more the other person says, the 
more information revealed. Many people have a tendency 
to jump in and fill the silence in a conversation to stop it 
from becoming awkward. Reporters know this and so will 
often ask completely open-ended questions and then wait 
until there is a prolonged silence before they ask the next 
question. Over the phone this can be a little disconcerting 
because you don’t have visual cues that the conversation is 
continuing, yet this technique is still effective. For example, 
a reporter will call me up and ask a question; I will answer 
and then there is silence. “Are you still there?” I sometimes 
ask. The reporter will respond: “I am still here.” That very 
brief moment of silence may very well be a clue that you’re 
on the line with an expert listener.

Getting Past A nger with Cur iosity 
a nd Mindful Listening

In 2007, HRC hosted a live televised debate on Logo TV 
with the Democratic presidential candidates who were there 
specifically to address LGBT issues. The moderating panel in-
cluded Washington Post columnist Jonathan Capehart, singer 
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Melissa Etheridge, and me. Going into the debate, none of 
the Democratic candidates except Congressman Dennis 
Kucinich of Ohio supported marriage equality. Many activ-
ists were angry that none of the frontrunners supported mar-
riage equality. There was a sense in the community that some 
of the candidates personally supported it, but felt that for 
political reasons they couldn’t be public with their support. 
There was a lot of pressure on me from leaders in the LGBT 
community to use my time to advocate for marriage equality. 
Every minute of every day leading up to the debate, someone 
wanted to know how I was going to fill my five minutes with 
Senators Barack Obama, John Edwards, and Hillary Clinton.

I decided that in each of those conversations I was going to 
use my time to express my curiosity. I was going to ask each 
candidate what was at the heart of their resistance to marriage 
equality. My question would be, “Why do you not support 
marriage? What’s at the heart of your resistance?” Getting that 
answer would be much more productive to moving these peo-
ple toward marriage equality than me talking at them as an ad-
vocate or delivering a message on behalf of the LGBT commu-
nity. I thought that if I could hear what was at the heart of their 
resistance, it would better arm us, as a movement, with what 
we needed to do more broadly to try to change their minds.

During the event, I asked my question, then sat back and 
listened. Each of the senators offered a different answer. I knew 
that on a number of previous occasions, John Edwards had of-
fered that it was his faith that kept him from supporting full 
marriage equality. When it came time to interview him, I asked 
specifically what it was about his faith that would cause him to 



Listening Mindfu lly • • 87

be opposed to the civil institution of marriage, for which we 
fought. Immediately, Edwards said that he was wrong to use 
his faith as an excuse, essentially admitting that it was both 
wrong and damaging to our cause to conflate the civil institu-
tion of marriage with the religious sacrament of marriage. As 
an elected official it would be wrong to do that.  From there, 
however, he wandered off and came back to simply restating all 
of the things he was for, such as the repeal of Don’t Ask, Don’t 
Tell. Our brief time together certainly didn’t move him in the 
direction of supporting marriage equality, but it confirmed for 
me that he probably did support marriage personally, but felt 
that it would be too politically dangerous to do so. It confirmed 
that taking him at face value and confronting him with alter-
native faith-based arguments would have been unproductive. 

The reason for Edwards’s resistance, while flawed in my 
view, was quite different from the resistance Senators Obama 
and Clinton offered. Both of them essentially dodged the 
question, answering with various reasons why it was a mat-
ter best left up to the states. In Obama’s case, at the time that 
was as far as he was willing to go. Clinton explained that the 
state-by-state process was one that would introduce marriage 
equality to the country in a more sustainable way. Their an-
swers— or nonanswers— led me to believe that both of them 
probably supported marriage equality on a personal level, but 
that in the context of the election it was a politically unsus-
tainable position to take. But because we asked and listened 
and tried to learn more about what was at the heart of their re-
sistance, we walked away from that experience better armed 
to move them in our direction.
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Appear ing Mor e Mindful

When I’m speaking with young people, sometimes there’s a 
look on their faces, or body language, that tells me they’re not 
listening. They have listened to everything they’re going to 
hear and moved on to the formulation of a response. They’re 
shaking their heads, like, “Yup, yup, yup.” They’ve listened to 
the first couple of sentences, jumped to a conclusion about 
where the conversation was headed, and started to formulate 
a response before I’ve stopped talking. While it is certainly 
important to be processing information you’re receiving and 
formulating a response— as we discussed earlier— you can’t 
do it if you’ve essentially stopped listening to the other person 
after the first sentence. The body language I’m talking about 
looks like this: there’s a forward movement with their body, 
and every time I take a breath, they lean forward, ready to 
start talking. In one example, my business partner Ted and 
I were doing a review with one of our younger employees. 
He seemed to be processing what we were saying in short-
hand: “Okay. Got it.” Ted said to him, halfway through the 
conversation, “You’re making me uncomfortable. Your body 
language and the look on your face are making me want to 
get through what I’m saying to you faster than I am saying it. 
You’re so eager to want to start talking.” We’ve all experienced 
this. Having someone look at us while we’re talking in a way 
that says, “Okay, wrap it up, I’m ready to go.”

In today’s rapid-fire world of information overload, slowing 
down to really take in information is easier said than done. 
It’s an exercise that takes practice, especially for millennials. 
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It means understanding that you’re playing the long game. 
You won’t be the most talkative person in the meeting or at 
the dinner party, but you’ll probably have the best ideas when 
it comes to solving problems as well as the most meaningful 
friendships. While you may not be the life of the party, you’ll 
be a trusted confidant, someone people want to continue to 
connect with long after the party’s over. Being mindful and 
present can be tough. This is particularly true when you’re 
dealing with someone who talks a great deal. You’ve gotten 
the point and you’ve moved on. Check yourself and bring your 
focus back to the conversation, away from trying to remember 
what time yoga class starts or what you need to pick up at the 
grocery store on the way home. Redirect the conversation in a 
polite way when there’s a natural break, but be present enough 
in the conversation to know whether you’ve cut them off or 
simply helped them move forward.

In one way or another, I spend a lot of time counseling 
the people around me to be good listeners. Sometimes I en-
courage them to simply slow down and be more accurate in 
choosing their words; other times I persuade them to con-
sider another person’s point of view in a more respectful way. 
Pay close attention to the feedback that you get from friends 
and coworkers, and try to determine if they are telling you to 
be a better listener.

• • • •

Once you’ve established common ground, and really heard 
what your adversary wants, then you can explore why there is 
resistance to your goal. Unfortunately, most people are natu-
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rally conflict-adverse, so it’s not always easy to get at the heart 
of someone’s resistance. I’ve found that when you take the 
time to establish common ground and listen to what people 
have to say, however, it makes the work that much easier.
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Overcoming 
Differences4

If you want to strengthen the working relationship with a 
colleague or bring somebody around to your way of thinking, 
you have to sort out where the similarities and differences are 
in your positions. Once you’re completely clear about your 
differences, you can better understand why the other person 
holds the position they do. Far too often, we set out to change 
someone’s mind without truly understanding why they be-
lieve what they do. As you can imagine, you’ll figure this out 
much more quickly if you’ve put your frustration aside and 
done the work to find common ground.

Any disagreement can elicit a range of negative emo-
tions— from mild annoyance to moderate irritation or full-
blown fury. There are cases when there is no emotion at all, 
and you’ll find common ground in a completely dispassion-
ate way. More often than not, however, a disagreement will 
elicit some degree of emotion because all of us feel inherently 
strongly about our own point of view. You have to work out 
this emotion to make a clear-headed decision on what you 
should do. That doesn’t mean that you’re not entitled to be 
angry or annoyed: you just need to use that frustration as the 
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gift it is to energize and clarify your position, especially if you 
need to stand your ground.

If a coworker won’t participate in your project, for ex-
ample, and you’re annoyed that you have to do all the work 
yourself, you may have an easier time finding out why they 
won’t work with you once you’ve calmly approached them 
and established common ground. Then you can figure out 
the stumbling block, or where the difference of opinion lies: 
is the  problem the way he or she feels about the project, or 
does the colleague have a problem with you in a leadership 
role? Once you have a better working relationship, you’ll have 
the ability to ask straight out: “Is it me, or is it the project?” 
Whatever the response, you have to work with what you’ve 
been told. For instance, if the problem is the project, perhaps 
there is a project of a lesser scope that you two can work on.

There are two types of differences that can be negotiated. 
The first are personal, ideological differences. The second 
type of obstacle is cultural, which we will discuss in a later 
section. Working in the LGBT movement, I constantly came 
across people whose views were best described as antigay. 
Their cringe-worthy perspectives obviously made me angry, 
but I worked hard at making sure that our early interactions 
were filled with efforts to find common ground. Then I took 
on the task of understanding these differences. The more I 
worked at it, the more I was able to gain a better grasp on their 
resistance. Eventually I could make sense of what motivated 
their views, odious as they were to me. For some opponents, 
their antigay views were rooted in fear— fear of change or of 
a lifestyle they didn’t understand. For others, there was an 
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innate sense that they might actually be gay, and their antigay 
views were simply a deflection. Understanding these very dif-
ferent motivations would lead me down very different paths 
in terms of how we would overcome our differences. Compre-
hending what was at the heart of our disparities— particularly 
if I felt like their views were based in their own fear or misun-
derstanding— often helped to ease my anger.

Starbucks CEO Howard Schultz clearly understands the 
complex gift of anger and how to anticipate it and then chan-
nel it productively for social change. Before the state of Wash-
ington legalized same-sex marriage, he spoke out publicly in 
favor of marriage equality. He did so with a clear understand-
ing that he would need to find common ground and overcome 
differences, with the state’s citizens as well as his sharehold-
ers. When Schultz made his case, he always reminded people 
that the country was a diverse patchwork of relationships and 
that recognition for same-sex couples depended on where you 
lived. For him, the argument was simple: a lack of relationship 
parity from state to state was a problem for a mobile workforce 
and a problem for his company. As a corporate leader in Wash-
ington State, it was important for Schultz to be able to attract 
and recruit the best and the brightest people to work at Star-
bucks. If he attempted to hire a marketing person from Bos-
ton— only to be turned down because that man was married 
in Massachusetts, but would no longer be considered married 
in Seattle, this discrepancy created a bottom-line problem. 
So while Schultz’s messaging may have been a bit “wonky” 
and grounded in what was best for Starbucks’s bottom line, 
he brought people to his way of thinking by showing them a 
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way around their differences. Even if you didn’t support mar-
riage equality, you would be hard-pressed not to understand 
and respect what was at the heart of Schultz’s motivation. His 
statements ultimately had an enormous impact on the fight 
for marriage equality throughout the entire nation.

Overcoming Differ ences at the 
Institutiona l Level

The second type of obstacle to be negotiated is often cul-
tural— that is, the way an organization or institution views 
the people that comprise it. During my time at the Human 
Rights Campaign, beginning in 2005, I knew that while it was 
important to change the makeup of Congress, it would take 
some time— maybe years. Until both the House and the Sen-
ate were occupied by pro-LGBT majorities, we wouldn’t have 
much success advancing a legislative agenda. However, we 
still had to figure out a way to get what we wanted. We knew 
that the ultimate goal was to pass laws in Congress to protect 
all people from workplace discrimination. In order to do that, 
we had to create a systematic way for corporate America to 
change its view about their LGBT employees and to change 
their willingness to do something for us.

My predecessor at HRC, Elizabeth Birch, began the work 
of appealing directly to corporations, hospitals, schools, and 
religious institutions to try to change the experience in these 
settings for LGBT people. This organizing principle became 
one of the most significant catalysts for change in the LGBT 
movement. The goal was to create a more equitable, wel-
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coming, and inclusive experience. For instance, within the 
American workplace we understood that it would be some 
time until we could get laws passed that would prohibit work-
place discrimination against LGBT people. Instead, we went 
directly to corporate America and talked with them about im-
plementing policies that would do just that. When we began 
working with corporations, there were eleven million people 
in Fortune 500 companies. Even though our long view was 
that we had to change all of America in terms of the perspec-
tive on discrimination in the workplace, we started with these 
eleven million. We were able to claim significant victories for 
this segment of America.

We started by finding common ground. The one thing we 
knew corporate America wanted was a more productive and 
satisfied workforce. HRC’s argument was that in addition to 
LGBT people seeking workplace equality, we also wanted the 
opportunity to bring our whole authentic selves to work every 
day, and in doing so, to excel and truly contribute as sustained 
and empowered employees. After establishing that common 
ground with corporate America, HRC worked on closing 
the gap between what LGBT people needed for enhanced 
workplace equality and what each individual institution was 
prepared to give. Before each meeting, we identified what 
could be the obstacle that would keep us from getting what 
we wanted. Then, each ask— from inclusive nondiscrimina-
tion policies to domestic partner benefits— was justified in a 
way that benefitted not only LGBT people but all of the stake-
holders. We made the case again and again that anything the 
companies or institutions did to foster a more welcoming and 
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inclusive environment was simply good for the bottom line. 
With each “yes” we received, the differences grew smaller as 
we worked together to create a more vibrant workforce and to 
tap into a powerful consumer base.

We faced the challenge head-on. We didn’t beat around the 
bush. We were open and honest about what we wanted for the 
LGBT community, knowing that the answer might be “no.” 
And we faced plenty of obstacles. Initially, I don’t want to say 
more people said “no” than “yes,” but many people thought 
what we had to say was important and interesting— they just 
couldn’t figure out how to implement at the workplace. Imag-
ine the sheer amount of bureaucratic work among corporate 
America of redrafting untold workplace policies. For HRC, a 
policy that included LGBT people in an internal nondiscrim-
ination policy was a straightforward ask and the right thing to 
do. However, many corporate human resource departments 
had all sorts of questions about the implications of such a 
move. As the years went on and our asks of companies con-
tinued, so did the process of overcoming many of these same 
hurdles. HRC’s most recent ask of our corporate allies was to 
cover the costs for an individual who had made the decision 
to transition from one gender to another. It has taken years to 
implement these polices throughout corporate America, but 
many companies have worked with their legal departments, 
human resources, and insurance providers because they have 
been committed to finding a way to foster the best environ-
ment for diversity and inclusion within their companies.

We just kept pounding away with a single message: that 
what we proposed was in corporate America’s best interest, 



Ov ercoming Differ ences • • 97

that our ask was always grounded in what was best for their 
business. As companies adopted each new benefit or work-
place policy, it had multiple effects. They of course commu-
nicated the policy information to LGBT workers, but on a 
deeper and more profound level, these new policies said to 
LGBT employees: “You’re important, you’re safe. You matter 
here and we encourage you to bring your whole self to work 
every day.” Today, most companies have employee resource 
groups that represent various workplace constituencies like 
LGBT workers, working moms, communities of color, and 
others. They network, advocate, and ensure that the interests 
of their various constituencies are being met. The brave and 
trailblazing members of LGBT employee resource groups 
were vital to HRC’s success (and remain so today) as we 
began working with companies.

Although this strategy seems rather straightforward and 
obvious today, it wasn’t when HRC first started advocating 
for antidiscrimination policies. Grassroots activists would 
often say that my language in talking about what we wanted 
from corporate America was tempered and watered down. 
They couldn’t understand why I wouldn’t just demand justice 
at work for LGBT people and frame the argument in simply 
“doing what’s right.” The truth is, at the heart of the resistance 
for many in corporate America wasn’t a lack of understanding 
what was “right” or just. It turned out that “doing what’s best 
for the bottom line” was a much more compelling promise— 
one we knew we could deliver on.

Eventually HRC’s work with corporate America developed 
into a rating system called the Corporate Equality Index. We 



98 • • The Gift of A nger

began rating companies on their LGBT workplace policies 
and issued an annual report. Within a few short years, it 
became critically important for many companies to score a 
perfect 100 percent, year after year, on the index. And LGBT 
consumers began using the index to make spending decisions. 
Today, such companies as American Airlines, Marriott Ho-
tels, and so many others proudly advertise their 100 percent 
rating when marketing to LGBT consumers. What’s more, 
LGBT consumers and their multibillion-dollar spending po-
tential have motivated many more companies to excel on the 
Corporate Equality Index. I see a clear link between HRC’s 
early work in corporate settings and the ability for LGBT peo-
ple today to more fully integrate into the fabric of American 
society. We replicated the work we did with corporations in 
hospitals, schools, and even religious institutions. The plan 
was to have civil conversations with different types of institu-
tional leaders that could actually create tangible protections 
for LGBT individuals.

In healthcare settings we found common ground by 
agreeing that all people walking into a doctor’s office or an 
emergency room should have equal access to healthcare and 
be treated with dignity. Our goal was to work with hospitals 
to send a clear message to their admitting staff, nurses, and 
doctors about the policies they were going to implement to 
create a more welcoming environment for LGBT people and 
same-sex couples. Yet there were obviously some stark dis-
agreements with healthcare workers about how to do this. 
Laws like the Health Insurance Portability and Account-
ability Act (HIPAA) limited healthcare decision making to 
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next of kin or spouses. In the absence of marriage equality for 
same-sex couples, LGBT people were unable to participate 
in— or even be in the same room with— those we recognized 
as our spouses. But healthcare providers were bound by the 
law, so in some cases we were at an impasse. However, we 
were able to move forward by convincing hospitals to include 
LGBT people in their patients’ bill of rights. HRC worked 
with hospital administrations to increase the number of peo-
ple allowed in a hospital room beyond what they defined as 
“immediate family.” We respected their commitment to fol-
low the laws— regardless of whether we agreed with them— 
and the hospitals gained a greater empathy for the lives LGBT 
couples and families had built.

In addition to the hospitals, we went to colleges and univer-
sities, asking what they could do to create a more welcoming 
and inclusive experience for their LGBT students. In more 
progressive parts of the country, there is good work being 
done by schools with LGBT student groups, but in other 
regions, and on more conservative campuses, there remains 
much work to do, whether it’s a college campus dealing with 
issues around violence and sexual assault against women or 
issues involving LGBT students or students of color. Because 
students are constantly rotating through school and there is 
complete turnover every four years or so, HRC tried to create 
a sense of permanent change on campuses by working with 
administrators and alumni. We supported the efforts of such 
groundbreaking groups as Athlete Ally, founded by Hudson 
Taylor, which works with college athletes and athletic depart-
ment to end bullying and homophobia in sports.
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Overcoming Differ ences in Faith

Age, race, political affiliation, upbringing, and life experiences 
can cause sharp differences of opinion with friends or co-
workers. Our individual religious beliefs and faith traditions 
can be the most formative— and sometimes the most difficult 
to get past. As someone who does not subscribe to a particular 
faith tradition, I have found that the divide between myself 
and those of deep faith can be a deep one.

Of all the institutional settings HRC approached about 
making lasting change for the LGBT community, the reli-
gious institutions seemed to be the most daunting. Ask any-
one where the greatest obstacles exist in the advancement of 
LGBT equality and they will likely tell you that religious doc-
trine and, in many cases, the words of religious leaders, have 
been our greatest deterrent. All too often, we see those with a 
deep religious faith portrayed in the media as anti-LGBT, and 
LGBT people portrayed as those who live separately from re-
ligious communities. This is simply not true. For this reason, 
the Human Rights Campaign launched a Religion and Faith 
program in 2005. Harry Knox, who sat on the President’s Ad-
visory Council for the Office of Faith-based and Neighbor-
hood Partnerships, started the program. HRC’s Religion and 
Faith program continues to provide innovative resources for 
LGBT and supportive people of faith who want to stand up to 
those who use religion as a weapon of oppression.

The Religion and Faith program initially set out to do many 
things— most of them with the long view of change in mind. 
We understood that often the only voices people heard on 
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TV or in the press were religious leaders speaking out against 
LGBT equality. Yet we knew that there were many religious 
leaders who supported our cause. We needed these leaders to 
speak up, so we gave them the resources and the training they 
needed to do the work on our behalf. We created an incredi-
bly vital multifaith advisory committee. We gave them media 
training, sent them across the country to speak and debate, 
and booked them on television whenever possible. Eventu-
ally, when you turned on the television and saw a debate about 
LGBT equality, it was often between two religious leaders— 
one with a viewpoint against us and the other speaking out 
on behalf of the LGBT community. As our allies quoted the 
Bible and spoke using language unique to their roles in the 
religious community, they were more effectively able to open 
minds to the possibility that one could be a person of faith 
and still support LGBT equality.

Overcoming differences was a steeper hurdle. When HRC 
began this work, most faith traditions did not support full 
marriage equality. We had to put ourselves in their position to 
better understand where opportunities existed for agreement. 
The first way we overcame differences was by finding agree-
ment around the need for hate crimes legislation and efforts 
to end bullying. We were able to convince some faith leaders 
that to simply not speak about LGBT issues, or to tone down 
the rhetoric from such an incendiary level, would be a small 
victory for us. By doing so, their congregants would trust their 
judgment to make up their own minds— and in some cases 
to stay with the church because that conflict was removed. 
It seemed like small progress at the time, but turning down 
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the voices of religious leaders in opposition to LGBT equal-
ity and adding to the conversation the voices of our religious 
allies did a great deal to promote the ideas of LGBT equality 
within religious settings and across the country.

Overcoming Differ ences Mea ns 
Accepting Others

Once LGBT men and women felt more comfortable being out 
and accepted at work, without fear of reprisal, they were able 
to share their private lives with coworkers. As a result, their 
colleagues were forced to change their beliefs about gay men 
and women— and, consequently, about marriage equality. I 
witnessed a change in perception take place before my eyes. 
Often invited to corporate settings to speak to LGBT work-
ers, I taught them how changes in corporate policies would 
benefit them. During a speech at the Pennsylvania Power and 
Light offices in Allentown, Pennsylvania, I noticed that like 
many of my recent talks, the audience contained a number of 
people who identified themselves as straight, attending out of 
curiosity or because they considered themselves allies.

After I spoke, an older straight man came up to tell me 
a story I would never forget. His whole life, he said, he had 
a distinct point of view about LGBT people. He didn’t un-
derstand any of it— it just never seemed “right” to him. “I’ve 
worked here for almost thirty years,” he said, “and for the 
past ten years I’ve been working next to the same woman. 
Last year, she came out to me.” The woman had sat at the 
desk next to him for a decade, yet he never had any sense of 
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who she was. When it came to personal matters, they kept 
to themselves. Every year, Pennsylvania Power and Light 
was creating a more hospitable environment for their LGBT 
workers. They added domestic partner benefits long before 
marriage equality was passed. They celebrated Gay Pride 
Day. They created a team for the local AIDS Walk. One 
Monday morning, when this man asked his coworker how 
her weekend went, she opened up completely. She told him 
more about the circumstances of her life, including the fact 
that she was a lesbian. “All this time,” she told him, “I never 
told you because I have been a little bit concerned about 
how you would react. Now I am less concerned because I am 
absolutely certain about how this company will react.” This 
company had sent her a very powerful message that her sex-
ual orientation does not matter.

In that moment, this man told me, “I was faced with a mas-
sive crisis of consciousness. I had a lifelong point of view about 
lesbians and I had my point of view about [my colleague]. I had 
ten years of her being honorable, having my back, and show-
ing me she was a hardworking, salt-of-the-earth person.” He 
realized that he had to make a decision to resolve his feelings 
about this abstract idea that he’d had about LGBT people. 
“In that moment,” he said, “it wasn’t even a close call.” This 
man showed me the powerful unintended consequence of the 
important work HRC had done in so many of these institu-
tional settings. In this case, making the workplace more in-
clusive allowed individuals to change the way they felt about 
themselves and their coworkers. Not only was the company 
becoming more productive, it was creating an environment in 
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an otherwise conservative industry where people could truly 
be open about themselves.

Getting A long w ith Others

There will be times when you’ve done the work to find com-
mon ground, whether it’s on the personal or professional level, 
yet the common ground you’ve found is completely unrelated 
to the task or project or goal you are working on together. This 
is especially true if there are significant differences in your 
perspectives. At this point you have to be willing to exist side-
by-side, even though you don’t agree. To continue this type of 
relationship without ratcheting up anger and frustration, take 
the time to step into the other person’s shoes and understand 
where they are coming from. The truth is, unless you do this 
work, you are creating an artificial relationship: a saccharin, 
taciturn agreement that ultimately won’t work. Unless you 
can authentically understand where the other person is com-
ing from, you can’t fake putting aside your differences.

This is one of the main reasons why some coalitions fail. 
When individuals haven’t actually overcome the differences 
between organizations, they can’t support each other, even 
if intellectually they seem to be a good match. For example, 
there has long been an interesting challenge between orga-
nized labor and the LGBT community. Intellectually, it’s 
clear that the LGBT community should stand in solidarity 
with organized labor, because organized labor has historically 
supported the LGBT community. But not everyone in the 
LGBT community supports the premise of unions. Instead of 
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focusing on this difference, I believe these two groups should 
do a better job of finding common ground, to create a recipro-
cal relationship that benefits organized labor as much as the 
LGBT community has benefitted in the past. Sadly, though, 
the two groups can’t seem to get to that authentic place. Many 
in the LGBT community don’t fully understand the common 
ground that we share: a commitment to social justice and end-
ing workplace inequities. We’re fighting for the same things, 
and we’re fighting against the same people; we just can’t seem 
to overcome our differences and work in coalition to support 
these same goals.

One of the challenges I had at HRC, given my professional 
background, was working with Republican members of Con-
gress. I’m a pro-choice Democrat and previously worked for 
an organization (EMILY’s List) that had routinely attacked 
many Republicans for their anti-choice positions. There were 
an awful lot of Republicans who were willing to support the 
hate crimes bill, or the employment nondiscrimination act, 
or even marriage equality, but they still weren’t pro-choice; 
some of them had a conservative ideology that I found disre-
spectful. However, the work had to be done. The relationship 
always ended up being more productive when we could both 
meet halfway on putting aside our differences. Christopher 
Shays, congressman from Connecticut and one of the spon-
sors of the Matthew Shepard and James Byrd Jr. Hate Crimes 
Prevention Act (HCPA), was able to do just that. He harbored 
a lot of anger toward EMILY’s List and the work the organi-
zation had done to try to defeat him, but he put that aside. I 
learned to focus on the work at hand and the common ground 
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we had. I’m sure there were times when we each felt the need 
to overcompensate. Christopher Shays did a tremendous job 
of putting aside his differences, and at the end of the day he 
delivered the Republican votes for us. He did the work nec-
essary to get the bill passed into law. I have a great photo of 
him, Judy Shepard, and me walking up the Capitol steps on 
that day.

There’s something to be said for standing up for your prin-
ciples, your values, and staying true to what you believe. I’m 
not saying that you have to look at every disagreement in a 
dispassionate way and put all emotions aside at the expense 
of your self-respect. But sometimes you do have to do this 
to achieve a common goal, based on your shared humanity 
with the other side. Once you are through with that process, 
the achievement of that common win can become the spring-
board to taking on other areas of disagreement you might 
have with that person.

• • • •

Moving beyond your anger to get what you want often in-
volves asking for something in a clear and deliberate way. At 
this point you’re ready to craft the ask. Chapter 5 teaches you 
how to make a compelling case, how to value your efforts in 
the workplace, and how to strategically ask for something so 
that everyone comes out ahead.
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How to Ask for Anything 
. . . and Get It5

Success comes to those who dare to dream, who see beyond 
what they have now and imagine a better world for themselves 
or their community. No matter what you wish for, the reality 
is, if you want something, you have to make it happen. The 
days of being rewarded just for showing up are over. In the real 
world, getting what you want is up to you. In many instances, 
it involves making “an ask.” I’m referring to a proposition 
about the future: somehow, some way, you want to see change 
happen. Rather than dreaming about what could be, or what 
should be, if you really want something, you have to ask for it. 
The math is simple. If you don’t ask for what you want, you’re 
probably not going to get it. This is a difficult pill for the shy 
among us to swallow, but you probably already realize that 
the world is a loud one, and those who express their wants and 
needs usually get them satisfied (unless they are utterly brash 
and obnoxious, but more on that later).

Also important: the rest of the world cannot read your 
mind. Most people will not recognize what you want if you 
don’t let them know. If the LGBT community wanted mar-
riage equality but listened to those who said we should focus 
on other things, sit back and be patient, and wait for the right 
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time for it to happen, we would still be waiting. Just to be 
clear, while we have always demanded full equality as a com-
munity, when it came down to individual conversations with 
our friends, families, and elected officials, our strategy has 
always been about asking them to see the circumstances of 
our lives and to reconsider previously held positions.

If you know what you want and you don’t ask for it, you 
are in effect saying “no” to yourself. And when that happens, 
you are giving permission for others (including your boss, co-
worker, business partner, or spouse) to say no to you as well. 
Political commentator Chris Matthews once told graduates 
at Howard University, “Never, ever, say no to yourself.” If 
deep inside you’re saying, What I’m about to ask for will never 
happen, you can’t expect anyone else to believe in the dream 
either. If you don’t own what you want— and believe that it 
should happen— you can’t expect anyone else to either. The 
good news is that you can stop “angst-ing” about how to do it. 
There is one particular way to ask for anything— a promotion, 
a concession from a spouse, a meeting with a lobbyist or local 
politician, or even time off during the busiest quarter— and, 
almost always, get it. The process is always the same, no mat-
ter what the ask is for. It’s important to remember that it is a 
process and that sometimes a dream takes a while to fulfill.

Fighting for LGBT equality taught me that I could ask for 
anything if I could strategically ask the right people at the right 
time with the right mind-set. Through planning, process, and 
patience, I was able to be part of some of the most profound 
shifts in the American social and political landscape. As this 
four-step strategy worked for changing the hearts and minds 
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of millions of Americans with otherwise deeply held tradi-
tional views on issues like marriage, I’m pretty sure it can get 
you a first date or a better job.

Step 1: Set Your Mind on Success

Use your anger as the gift it is—a tool to motivate you to 
change your situation, or the situation of others. Once you’re 
motivated and inspired to think big, make sure that your anger 
doesn’t pollute the rest of the process, because it might lead to 
setting unrealistic expectations. Make sure your intentions 
and goals are achievable and not colored by your frustration. 
The anger you may feel from being passed over for a promo-
tion might fuel your desire to try in the future for that same 
level job. If you let your anger overtake you, however, it can 
make you competitive or lose your judgment. If you put the 
feeling aside and honestly assess your skills, you’ll be able to 
see the appropriate next step on the ladder. You might realize 
that you were aiming too high or that you didn’t have all the 
skills needed for that particular job. Make no mistake: there’s 
nothing wrong with aiming high. Sometimes we have to ac-
cept the interim steps needed to achieve those loftier goals, 
which can be hard to see if you’re holding on to your anger.

Step 2: Define W hat You R ea lly Wa nt

Whether you’re asking for something for yourself or for global 
change, you need to know what you’re asking for. The truth is, 
none of us is as self-aware as we should be. The success of your 
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ask boils down to knowing exactly what you want, why you 
want it, and why you deserve it. To figure this out, you need 
to drill down. Start with the broadest possible goal and work 
down from there until you can answer these specific ques-
tions. After this self-examination, you’ll be clear about what 
you want. Give yourself permission to dream big. Be honest 
with yourself about what the ask is. If you want something, 
that want is valid. You have the right to ask for it. Whether you 
really deserve what you want is another story, and sometimes 
that is decided by others— namely, your boss, your spouse, a 
coworker, or an elected official.

Make your ask your own and make it exclusively about 
you. Don’t hang on to a dream based on what other people 
have achieved. Your dreams and goals should be connected to 
your talents. This means being able to honestly identify and 
develop your own value proposition— that is, the sum total of 
what you are currently worth and what you aspire to be. If 
your goal is to have a weekly meeting with the CEO of your 
company to share your great ideas (like your boss), you have 
to decide, given your current stature, if this is a reasonable 
ask. Why do you want to have this type of meeting? When 
I was the executive director at EMILY’s List, young women 
fresh out of college would say to me, “I think I would like to 
have your job, and that I’d be really good at it.” I would always 
say, “Well, listen. There are twenty years between you and me, 
so if you spend the next twenty years doing what you are sup-
posed to do, then maybe you will have this job.”

While it was never my intention to dash their hopes about 
how long it took me to get where I was, I felt like these young 
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women deserved an honest answer. They would give me this 
look, as if saying, “What possibly would I have to do for the 
next twenty that could be as valuable as my Women’s Stud-
ies major from Smith?” The answer, of course, is living your 
life and all that you learn along the way. What I thought 
was logical advice seemed to be staggering news to some of 
these young women. I would find myself stating the obvious: 
“There’s something to be said for experience. Doing the work 
is the only way to learn how to actually do the work.” Yet I 
understand that we are living in a world where empowered 
youth are coming into the workforce armed with new, faster 
ways of communicating, conveying ideas, and experiencing 
the world. So why shouldn’t they expect to move up the food 
chain faster?

The truth is, some dreams take time, but many young people 
don’t see it that way. They believe that if they have an idea they 
should have the opportunity to speak with the CEO about it. 
But in the business world, that can be an empty desire: there’s 
no good reason this dream should be fulfilled— at least as it’s 
being asked. In other words, wanting the appearance of more 
stature, or having the opportunity to communicate with peo-
ple many levels above you, is probably a meaningless desire. 
These asks are not really what you should want. The portfolio 
of things you should want along your professional trajectory 
are more money, advancement up the ladder, and a greater 
sense of workplace satisfaction. Before you ask for something, 
you have to determine if what you think you want is really 
what you are asking for. In this example, it’s quite likely that 
you don’t actually want to meet with the CEO on a weekly 
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basis. I’m sure you already have plenty of things to do. What 
you may be looking for is a promotion or an increase in re-
sponsibilities that would offer you the opportunity to meet 
with the CEO.

When you can target what your real dream is, you’ll find 
that there is a sure path toward obtaining it. Your entry-level 
job might not give you a clear picture of every opportunity 
within your company. There may be five divisions that report 
to the CEO, and twenty-five people who report directly to 
these managers. If your goal is professional advancement—to 
move within the company to a position of authority—which 
of these five divisions best suits your skill set and interests? 
Do you want to go into accounting, finance, communications, 
HR? By exploring your dream more critically, you’ve moved 
yourself from an unobtainable goal to one with real potential. 
When you phrase your ask the right way, your current man-
ager will be able to see your commitment to the company as 
well as your long-term plan.

Step 3: Split a Big Ask into 
Attainable Goa ls

Some goals can be accomplished with one request; others 
might require a long-term strategy. “I want a raise,” or “I want 
a better office,” or “I want to work more closely with Jim,” all 
require a one-ask plan. However, if you have a super-sized 
dream (such as “I want to be CEO of the company”), you may 
have to set realistic expectations as to whether or not that ask 
can be satisfied all at once. Your big dream can be your guid-
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ing light, but you may have to be happy with what you can get 
along the way.

Smaller, obtainable goals may seem like you are asking 
for less than you deserve or want. But you are laying down 
a foundation to eventually get exactly what you want. When 
I first came to the Human Rights Campaign, repealing the 
Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) was something we all 
desperately wanted, but I didn’t believe it would happen for 
another ten years. We set marriage equality as a long-term 
goal and started to formulate a plan. We believed that there 
was a greater likelihood of it happening if we could create a 
foundation of smaller changes, which for us, meant working 
to repeal Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell and passing the Hate Crimes 
Prevention Act. Our agenda also included strengthening eco-
nomic and workplace opportunities by passing an Employ-
ment Non-Discrimination Act (ENDA) and protecting the 
welfare of LGBT families in the form of repealing the DOMA 
and ultimately gaining full marriage equality.

HRC approached these issues as part of a series of things 
that we actually believed we could get done. Over time, one 
success lead to another. From this strategy I learned that once 
you get someone to say “yes” to the first ask, it can inspire them 
to agree to the next ask with less resistance. When we spoke 
with members of Congress about these individual issues, we 
would lay out our broader set of goals. This way they could 
understand that although we were having a conversation 
about the hate crimes bill, for example, that ask was part of 
something bigger. There were plenty of times, however, when 
the most productive thing to do was to state our business on 
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the immediate issue and get out. The only way we knew which 
tactic to take was by using these strategies: finding common 
ground and then listening to and reading the cues of the per-
son across the table. In these instances we made sure that we 
were all on board with the smaller ask. Asking for something 
now that is less than what you ultimately want is not coming 
up short; rather, it charts a meaningful and strategic path to 
getting you where you ultimately want to be.

When the LGBT community was initially looking to win 
the right to civil unions for same-sex couples in the late 1990s, 
there was a lot of talk from our opponents about the fact that 
it was just a stepping-stone to marriage equality. Civil unions 
were state laws that recognized same-sex couples as a legal 
entity but conveyed only a limited number of benefits and 
protections. These rights fell far short of the wide-ranging set 
of benefits and protections that heterosexual married couples 
receive at the federal level, such as transference of social secu-
rity benefits. At the time most elected officials who supported 
civil unions did not necessarily support marriage equality. 
When activists met with legislators, they didn’t always focus 
on the ultimate goal of marriage equality. They won the fight 
for civil unions in many states across the country and let the 
victories speak for themselves. The success of same-sex civil 
unions showed those who were against them that their resis-
tance was fear-based (biblical or otherwise)— and those fears 
were never realized. Others who thought that civil unions 
would be enough for same-sex couples were able to see their 
limitations.

Asking for less is not the same as expecting less in the long 
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run. Achieving smaller obtainable goals allows you to be prag-
matic about your larger ones. In other words, if you wanted a 
twenty-five-thousand-dollar raise and that’s what you asked 
for, because that’s what you thought you deserved, and you 
got a ten-thousand-dollar raise, recognize that ten thousand 
dollars is not nothing. At the very least, it’s a stepping-stone 
to your larger goal. When we wanted marriage equality and 
got civil unions, we were still getting something even though 
we wanted more. Less than what you want is not the end of 
the conversation. I see it as an invitation to come back and 
ask again another time. Just ask yourself, In getting less than I 
wanted, did I go about it in a way that also strategically laid down 
a strong foundation for another ask?

Step 4: Cr afting “The Ask”

The fourth step in this strategy is to construct a plan. Tailor 
your ask to your specific needs. It’s all about the sell, or the 
pitch. No matter if you are starting with a one-ask plan, or a 
multi-ask plan, each ask is most successful when you think 
about it in two parts. The first is to be clear about what it is 
that you are asking for. If you want a raise, ask for a raise. If you 
feel disrespected at work and somehow think having a better 
office will afford you a greater measure of respect, I guarantee 
you that if you ask for a bigger office, even if you get it, you’re 
not going to get more respect. I can’t tell you the number of 
times people have asked me for something that to them sym-
bolized their achievements but left everyone else scratching 
their heads. If someone wants a different office and there’s one 
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available, I would probably give it to them because it’s not for 
me to try to get at the heart of what they’re really looking for. 
In many instances, as a boss, fulfilling a misguided ask is easy.

A broader statement about your ultimate goals should al-
ways accompany your ask. If you’re asking for a raise, be clear 
that you love your job, that you want to be there for a long 
time, that you believe you have a great deal to offer the com-
pany, and that you think the organization as a whole would 
benefit from your upward trajectory. Don’t approach the ask 
as if it’s a negotiation. You are not overbidding; it’s not like 
buying a house. You are not throwing out crazy, pie-in-the-
sky requests because you think that you are going to land 
somewhere lower, where you really want to be. You’re not ask-
ing for twenty-five-thousand dollars, because you are going to 
be happy with only ten thousand dollars. You are not asking 
for marriage with the intention of getting civil union. This is 
the problem some people had with the Democratic primary 
platform of Senator Bernie Sanders: many of his asks (such as 
free college for all and revising the Affordable Care Act) were 
seen as unrealistic and unattainable responses to the public’s 
anger.

Your ask must be grounded in a way that also directly ben-
efits the other person. It’s the rare ask when you request some-
thing and get it purely because of the ask. Even if you hit up a 
friend for a loan, say, twenty dollars, there is the implication 
that the friend benefits from the ask because the friendship 
is a benefit to her. Your plan must speak to how the person 
that you’re asking gains from the ask. In the case of repealing 
Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell, for example, our ask was grounded in 
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how supporting our agenda would benefit those we had to 
win over. Remember, many of the legislators didn’t care if gay 
people served in the military or not; they cared about being 
reelected. To them, our ask was couched in these terms: “Ac-
cording to our polls of your constituents, it would be a good 
idea if you voted to repeal Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell. It’s what they 
want you to do, and I know you care deeply about them.”

Str ategies for the Persona l Ask

Get out of the mind-set that asking for something, or ask-
ing for someone to give you something, is a charitable act 
you’re hoping someone will simply do for you out of pity or 
goodwill. An effective personal ask is more transactional; the 
goal is to make sure you’re getting what you deserve while 
reminding the other person what he or she is getting as well. 
The same model works in asking for a political contribution. 
If I am raising money for something I care about and I ask for 
a hundred dollars, you might hear the ask as if I were asking 
for a favor. A more effective ask would be: “I know that you 
care about this issue as much as I do. I’d like you to give a 
hundred dollars to support this important cause and the 
good work that I know is so important to you.” I have framed 
it in a transactional way, so you see exactly what you are going 
to get for your money.

In your work life, a reasonable goal is to ensure that you are 
receiving a paycheck that is an accurate reflection of the work 
you provide. Therefore, the goal of this kind of ask is to sell 
your boss on giving you a raise. Your request must be based on 
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a demonstrated awareness of your workplace’s policies. If you 
know that you are up for a review in February, don’t ask for a 
raise in December. If you just had a review a few months back, 
don’t schedule another conversation “off calendar.” You might 
not realize that businesses have to budget for pay increases; 
they are not typically given at the manager’s whim. Make 
sure that your value proposition is grounded in who you are 
and what you’ve accomplished (and not grounded in any 
presumptions). Everything else that you say, besides the fact 
that you want it, is going to be about what your boss stands 
to gain in exchange for this greater recognition of your work. 
Demonstrate how your ask is in his or her best interest, so that 
your boss doesn’t retreat, and that there is a willingness to 
do more. You’re not asking someone to give you something; 
you’re not going in on bended knee begging. Instead, you’re 
clearly stating what you believe you deserve.

Your value proposition involves the ability to be honest 
with yourself, to be completely self-aware in a way that frankly 
most people aren’t. If this is a challenge for you, find the peo-
ple in your life who can help determine what you do well and 
what you don’t do well. In your particular work setting, ask 
this person what your strengths and weaknesses are. If you are 
clear about what you’re good at, and what you’re not good at, 
you’ll come to the ask from a position of power, because you 
know what you are contributing and how you can continue to 
do what you are good at to make an impact in the workplace. 
You’ll also recognize what you might need to change.

If you think you should get a five-thousand-dollar raise, 
the conversation with your boss should almost exclusively be 
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about what your value proposition was last year and what you 
have accomplished. This list speaks to the fact that you should 
get five thousand dollars in exchange for the added value you 
are likely to contribute in the coming year based on the previ-
ous one. Use specific language: “As you know, I’ve just had my 
review, and it was rather glowing. I would like to stay here for 
a long time. Would you consider increasing my salary to X? 
Here’s why I think I’m worth it.” The most common mistake 
occurs when people get into an inequity conversation instead 
of a transactional ask. For example, they lead the conversation 
saying, “I want you to give me a five-thousand-dollar raise 
because there are two other people in the department who 
started the same day I did and they both make five thousand 
dollars more a year than I do.”

In this instance you have doomed your case. You’ve re-
minded the boss that she is currently paying two people, who 
started on the same day as you, five thousand more than you 
are and you are forcing her to think about why that is, when 
she otherwise might not have. There is, I suppose, the outside 
chance that your boss might say, “Are you kidding me? Wow, 
what a bookkeeping error.” But this never happens. People ac-
tually think that the boss doesn’t know exactly how much her 
staff payroll is. Worse, you have not strengthened your case; 
in fact, you have weakened it. In all likelihood, the boss is now 
thinking: “The day I moved Pam from $70k to $75k, I knew 
that (A) she deserved to go from $70k to $75k, and (B) you 
didn’t. I had not really thought about that until now. Thank 
you for reminding me that the reason I pay Pam more than 
you is because I think she does a better job.”
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For a successful personal ask, keep these two pointers in 
mind:

1. Keep your list short. Be clear, concise, and use lan-
guage that benefits all stakeholders in the conversation. If 
you want a raise, ask for it. If you want a promotion, ask for 
that. If you want an office instead of a cubicle, make that 
clear as well. Your boss can respond to these clear, tangi-
ble deliverables. If any one of these are what you want, but 
instead you hedge by telling your boss (as many people 
do) that you’re bored, unchallenged, not paid as much as 
a coworker, or that where you sit doesn’t fully honor who 
you are as an employee, your boss will likely be less than 
enthusiastic, to say the least.

2. Use each “yes” as a way to build toward the next ask. 
This strategy will eventually get you to what you want. You 
may think you deserve everything you ask for, but your boss, 
coalition partner, or whomever is the recipient of your ask 
likely will not. Therefore, if and when you get some portion 
of what you asked for, walk away with the right attitude— 
one that isn’t angry or disappointed. Instead, demonstrate 
that you’re going to take what you did get and make the case 
again later that you should get more. When we were fighting 
for marriage equality, any time we got a tax benefit, a state 
right, a medical decision-making right, or hospitals to agree 
to a patient bill of rights that respected the right of a couple 
or civil unions, we appreciated and celebrated even the small-
est victory. These gains meant something to people, so we 
were always grateful, even though we knew that we had not 
received all we asked for.
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Cr afting the Ask That Benefits A ll

Another type of ask is to request something for the global 
good, such as a policy change. There is a different progres-
sion when you’re trying to get somebody to change their 
mind about something, rather than to give you something. 
In this instance, you’re not necessarily putting forward your 
own value proposition. Instead, your ask is forcing the other 
person to recognize your point of view. At work you might 
notice that a policy could be implemented that would benefit 
your quality of life. In this case, your ask can be for something 
that you seek for more than just yourself. It is a much more 
empowering process— and one that is much more likely to 
be successful— if you make the case on behalf of everyone. 
For example, you may be thinking that telecommuting or a 
change in flextime policy would improve your work-life bal-
ance. Consider how these changes might affect everyone else 
in the office. If they would make the entire office more pro-
ductive, your ask is for a global policy shift. You’ll be viewed 
as a workplace advocate and less like someone looking to get a 
benefit beyond what others are entitled to receive.

Asking for a global change involves knowing how the per-
son you are asking is likely to respond. This can mean that 
before the ask, you need to do the work of developing deep 
relationships, beginning with identifying common ground. 
As I mentioned earlier, sometimes in the course of lobbying 
Congress for various aspects of social change, we would se-
cure one partial commitment at a time. We knew that this 
was the work of building lasting relationships, which would 
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be seen as the start of a longer conversation. Securing the re-
lationship was something in itself. It was the foundation upon 
which we based the next ask, and often that was enough to get 
to the next step. While we were on a fast pace to make change, 
we had to remember that to these legislators, relationships 
mattered.

Sometimes, when you are asking for a global change, your 
ask might not match your ultimate intentions. In the fight 
for marriage equality, for instance, we often found ourselves 
operating from a defensive position, where the outward ap-
pearance of what we were doing didn’t match our agenda. 
In response to our ask for marriage equality, an effort was 
undertaken by our congressional opponents to write a prohi-
bition against marriage equality into the Constitution. This 
challenge was called the Federal Marriage Amendment and, 
like all Constitutional amendments, the fight began in Con-
gress. Before my arrival at HRC, a Federal Marriage Amend-
ment had been narrowly defeated in the Senate. But now it 
had resurfaced. Our opponents stated that whether or not 
the amendment passed, it would be considered an important 
milestone if the measure received more votes than it had in 
the previous year.

At the time, Hillary Clinton was serving in the Senate. She 
believed that the HRC strategy— at least in the context of this 
particular floor debate— should be to not only win again, but 
to win by a bigger margin rather than letting our opponents 
lose by a smaller one. In other words, if their goal was to show 
that even in defeat their agenda was moving in their direction, 
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our goal should be the same. If we were successful, it would 
likely ensure that there would be very little appetite to con-
tinue bringing up the FMA for a vote. To convince them never 
to bring it up again was a more important immediate victory 
than simply winning points on the floor on the merits or the 
importance of marriage equality generally. Hillary Clinton 
told me: “If we go to the floor now and talk about marriage, 
and talk about the hardship that same-sex couples face, and 
we use it as an educational moment about marriage, we won’t 
increase our vote count. However, if we talk about the fact 
that we should never amend the Constitution and that Con-
gress shouldn’t be intruding on an issue best left to the states, 
we will pick up some allies.”

On the surface her ask sounded like a watered-down argu-
ment, which skirted what we thought was an important debate 
about the significance of marriage equality. Many of our most 
informed constituents were troubled by this tactic. “You’re 
dancing around marriage,” they said. “You’re avoiding mar-
riage [equality].” Clinton knew that very few people would be 
watching these theatrics on CSPAN; nobody watches a pro-
cedural vote of the U.S. Senate on a Wednesday afternoon. 
Americans do not go home from work, turn on their TV, and 
say, “They’re interrupting regularly scheduled programming 
because there’s a vote on the Federal Marriage Amendment 
or the Keystone pipeline.” The Senate floor had rarely been 
a place where one Senator could sway another with an im-
passioned floor statement. Hillary Clinton also knew that 
our opponents were expecting us to take the emotional tack. 
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Not stepping into that trap, not doing what they would expect 
us to do, not doing what advocates would want us to do, but 
doing what bolstered the vote count was all that mattered. Be-
hind the scenes she sold the long game and suggested, “This is 
not going to become an educational moment about marriage, 
and if we’re going to kill it, let’s kill it for good.” It’s important 
to ask yourself, What is for the greater good?

Another tactic is to look for opportunities or allies that oth-
ers don’t see. In the hard work of creating social change, the 
strategy often involves a two-pronged approach. You have to 
work on stopping the bad thing from happening while at the 
same time advancing the positive aspects of your cause. For 
instance, when HRC was lobbying to defeat the Federal Mar-
riage Amendment, the Republican congressional leadership 
was trying to derail us. We crafted an alternative argument, 
which was that we shouldn’t be amending the Constitution 
to take rights away from people and we shouldn’t be trying to 
federalize an issue (marriage) that was currently a state issue. 
We would take the emotion out of the conversation and make 
it a procedural, transactional ask, one that would give some 
conservative members the political cover to say, “If that’s 
what you’re talking about, I’m for that.”

The strategy worked. Senator John McCain of Arizona and 
a handful others walked on to the floor and reflected this very 
sentiment. In the end, we had achieved our goal of getting 
more votes than the year before. We got everything we asked 
for. We were more sophisticated than our opponents thought 
we would be, and they never brought up the Federal Marriage 
Amendment again.



How to Ask for A n y thing . . . a nd Get It • • 125

Dea ling with Disappointment

Some people believe that others are holding them back from 
achieving their dreams. I can’t tell you how many times over 
the years I’ve heard employees complain when they didn’t get 
what they asked for: “The person directly above me doesn’t 
fully appreciate my talents. He’s standing in the way of my 
advancements.” Sometimes, particularly with LGBT employ-
ees, women, and people of color, there may be truth to this 
suspicion. There may be legitimate complaints; there may be 
some sort of harassment. The best way to judge a situation is 
to be completely honest with yourself. Ask yourself, Does my 
boss not like me because I am a woman? Is he passing me over 
again for a promotion because I am gay, or because I really don’t 
deserve it?

Request the unbiased opinions of others to gauge the real-
ity of your situation: think of this as a bit of 360-degree advice. 
Ask your colleagues to give you an honest assessment of your 
skills and how they view your status in the office. It’s very 
difficult for somebody to give honest, constructive criticism. 
It’s even more difficult to seek it in the workplace outside of 
the normal personnel channels. How you set up this ask will 
make all the difference. You’re not going to get an honest re-
sponse by saying, “I don’t know if this is even true, but I think 
that I didn’t get that (raise or whatever) because I think the 
boss doesn’t like me because I’m gay. I mean, I’m just as good 
as that guy. Well, what do you think? What do you think?”

Instead, you could start the conversation this way: “The 
best thing that you could do for me right now is be brutally 
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honest, and the best thing I can do is open myself up to receive 
whatever it is that you have to say. My perception is that I have 
been passed over because I am gay, and my boss has a partic-
ular bias against me. His response was that the other guy was 
more qualified and did A, B, and C, which merited his getting 
the raise. And he had some other workplace substance criti-
cism for me. Is that legitimate? I need you to tell me honestly 
what you think.” If you’ve chosen the right person, they might 
say, “Okay, Joe, honestly, I don’t see it. I don’t see him being 
antigay; I believe his comments are legitimate. I don’t think 
that you do this part of your job as well as others at your level.” 
Hearing this type of truthful feedback can make you more 
self-aware. Although it might be painful to hear, it’s important 
for your personal growth. Don’t let your emotions get the best 
of you, though. While it’s understandable that this informa-
tion might disappoint you, use these emotions to reflect a bit 
on the fact that you may be a little disappointed in yourself. 
Acknowledge the difference between those emotions and 
being angry with your boss.

How you move past those feelings and clear your mind to 
determine your next strategic move has everything to do with 
your ability to succeed. If you can be a mindful listener, and 
take in what the other person has to say, you will know how to 
course-correct. The well-intentioned criticism can put you on 
a fundamentally different course going forward, so that the 
next time you want to make an ask, you have worked on your 
weaknesses and can present a better value proposition.

• • • •
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Crafting your ask is often the step to getting what you want. If 
you’re successful, you’re done. However, when you make the 
ask but end up with disappointment and anger, you’ll have to 
recalibrate and create a long-term plan. The ability to stick 
with your goals, even in the face of adversity, is often just as 
important as knowing what you want and asking for it. This 
is called the sheer will strategy, outlined in the next chapter.



• • 128 • •• • 128 • •

Sometimes the most effective strategy is simply to be the last 
person standing. Whether it’s passing legislation, gaining a 
promotion, or working through a difficult time with a busi-
ness or personal partner, sometimes you end up getting what 
you want because you didn’t give up when everyone around 
you did. I’m not advocating simply digging in your heels at the 
expense of everything else we’ve talked about so far. You still 
have to do the rest of the work: build deep relationships by 
developing common ground, putting aside differences, and 
developing an ask or value proposition that is meaningful and 
that you can stand behind. However, sometimes achieving 
success comes down to simply having more passion for the 
job at hand than anyone else and finding the ability to draw 
on that passion in a resourceful and creative way. It also re-
quires an unconditional willingness to try again when you are 
met with defeat.

The sheer will to get something done when all around you 
have given up is a quality that can be fueled by your anger; 
in these moments we understand that anger truly is a gift. 
This energy force keeps us going but requires constant bal-
ance. What separates the people who give up from those who 

The Sheer Will 
Strategy6
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keep going is how they hold their anger. The ones who have 
the vision and see what’s in front of them can say, “I under-
stand what it’s going to take, so let’s fasten our seat belts and 
get to work.” I call this the sheer will strategy. No matter what 
you want, there will always be obstacles in your way. Prob-
lems can arise from other people’s best intentions. The sheer 
will strategy is really about acknowledging these obstacles, 
accepting the fact that the only way forward is to overcome 
the complications, and finding the will to do just that despite 
your anger.

This strategy starts with an honest evaluation of what you 
want and what’s in your way. If you can assess obstacles cor-
rectly, you can develop a strategy for dealing with them one at 
a time. They might be resolved through compromise or sim-
ply by the passing of time. Or you might decide that the right 
thing for you to do is to not compromise, to not take less than 
you deserve. With patience and perseverance, you can outlast 
setbacks and move your agenda along.

The Fight for M ar r iage Equa lity

Mary Bonauto was the first attorney to take on the legal chal-
lenges of marriage equality. She brought the case of Goodridge 
v. Department of Public Health to the Massachusetts courts in 
2004. Mary was up against enormous odds; not only did she 
face opposition from those who were completely against mar-
riage equality, she faced significant pushback from the LGBT 
community as well. At that time, the pervasive belief in the 
LGBT community was that the American public was not 
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ready to see a marriage equality case brought to court. There 
was anxiety within the community that if Mary won the case, 
there would be a nationwide backlash against the LGBT com-
munity. Yet she had the will and the fortitude to go against the 
consensus.

Mary also had a visionary, long-term view, which ulti-
mately proved to be the accurate one. Even though she agreed 
with the LGBT community’s prediction, she understood that 
the path before us would include soaring victories and devas-
tating loss— three steps forward followed by two steps back. 
This is in fact the historic way that sweeping social change 
happened for LGBT equality. There wasn’t an easier way 
and there never would be. So she moved forward. Although 
there are many heroes and trailblazers in the fight for mar-
riage equality, Mary’s sheer will, more than anything else, is 
what got us where we are today. I once heard her say: “I un-
derstand that this case and its aftermath will chart the course 
for marriage [equality] moving forward. There will be many 
setbacks, and it will certainly be a decade at least before all 
LGBT Americans experience full marriage equality.” I found 
this to be a useful way to put the fight into context.

During these early years, I frequently talked about the fact 
that we were in a marriage decade. The fight would indeed be 
long and hard, lasting more than ten years. I was surprised, 
however, when members of the LGBT community criticized 
this view, diagnosing it as a passive reaction. “Ten years?” was 
the common refrain. “There must be a better or a faster way 
forward.” As Mary Bonauto predicted, there was a backlash: 
immediately following the Massachusetts court’s decision, 
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thirteen other states passed bans on same-sex marriage. In 
2005 only 30 percent of Americans supported marriage equal-
ity. Within six years, similar bans were enacted in almost 
thirty states. For the next few years, the LGBT community 
was panic-stricken. Oh my god, this is terrible. What have we 
done? Even our allies told us that they were finding marriage 
equality to be the third rail of American politics. “It’s a hor-
rible issue,” we heard from them. “It’s working against all the 
other great stuff you’ve been fighting for, and it’s making your 
allies lose elections.” The marriage bans were turning out his-
toric numbers of anti-LGBT voters, who in turn voted against 
our allies.

Yet had Mary Bonauto listened to the naysayers and not 
taken that first important step, the rest of what HRC and the 
LGBT community gained regarding marriage equality would 
never have happened, including the Supreme Court’s 2014 
decision to repeal the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) 
and ultimately its 2015 ruling that the denial of full marriage 
equality was in fact unconstitutional. Appropriately, Mary 
argued that final case before the Supreme Court; as the fate 
of the entire LGBT community rested on her shoulders, she 
drew on that same sheer will.

There were many similar stories over the course of the 
marriage decade. State by state we fought in the legislature, 
in the courts, and at the ballot box. We had victories and 
defeats. When the New York State Legislature first voted 
for marriage equality in 2009, we lost in a tragic way, only to 
win the second time around. The first vote occurred at a time 
when many legislators were unwilling to take a position on 
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marriage equality. They weren’t quite for it or felt that to come 
out in support might be a political liability in their districts, 
yet they were also smart enough to recognize where public 
opinion was moving. Many legislators recognized that their 
legacies might suffer depending on their vote. Many of them 
said privately that although they were not inclined to sup-
port marriage equality, their children (or in some cases their 
grandchildren) were aghast at the possibility that they might 
vote against it.

The only solution, in the minds of these legislators, was 
to simply not bring this issue to a vote. One of the realities 
about voting in Congress or in a state legislature is that you 
never bring a vote to the floor without a solid understanding 
of the outcome. If you watch CSPAN, you’ll rarely see a vote 
taken where everyone is standing around, scratching their 
heads and saying, “I can’t believe we lost.” That never happens 
because the majority whip’s job is to know the vote count be-
fore they go to the floor. If the whip sees a vote going against 
the plan, he or she will pull it off the floor. In New York we 
were at a standoff, until Alan van Capelle, then head of the 
Empire State Pride Agenda (New York’s largest LGBT civil 
rights organization), and other New York activists agreed that 
it was time to push for a vote. Our only option was to roll the 
dice and hope that because of the power of the moment, the 
strength of the arguments, and the context of history, these 
legislators would step up and do the right thing.

Yet in December of 2009 we lost: we thought we were 
poised for a narrow victory, but the final vote count was 38 to 
24. The margin of defeat probably would have been smaller, 
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but as is often the case in these situations, once those on the 
fence see the bill headed for defeat, they see no reason to vote 
against the ultimate outcome. Either way, we ended up need-
ing to change the vote of at least six senators to be successful 
the next time. It was heartbreaking. We saw that standing on 
the right side of history simply wasn’t enough. Although this 
moment might have been characterized as a failure, it was 
actually an inevitable step that forced the hands of the legisla-
tors and caused them to record for history where they stood. 
In addition, the actual vote provided us with a clear road map 
to victory next time.

After that vote in 2009, we held a big meeting of HRC sup-
porters in New York. There were many questions about how 
we should move forward. My message was straightforward: 
“We lost by six votes. Change the minds of the legislators we 
think we can. And if we can’t, then we’ll replace them in the 
next election. If we do our jobs correctly, there will be another 
vote after the next election and this time we’ll win.” The first 
comment I heard was, “That’s the best thing you could come 
up with?” In other words, a fourth grader could have come 
up with the same strategy: if somebody doesn’t vote the right 
way, you replace them. The obstacles were in plain sight, but 
our supporters just couldn’t believe that this long-term plan 
was the only way. They were disappointed and heartbroken, 
and this path seemed so daunting. The younger volunteers 
were expecting something more revolutionary, as if there 
were a transformative speech to be given. But no other path 
would lead us to the outcome we sought. While expanded 
efforts coupled with inspirational and amazing speeches that 
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gave people a renewed sense of hope would be necessary, they 
weren’t mutually exclusive to the work I had laid out.

Not surprisingly, there was a degree of anger following 
the 2009 defeat. I found myself becoming angry as well. 
The magic wand approach simply wasn’t realistic. You know, 
the one where I come to New York, wave around my magic 
wand, and voilà we have marriage equality. When I checked 
my own disappointment and fury, however, I knew that what 
the community needed was reassurance, a reminder that tak-
ing the long view would get us where we needed to go. One 
of the many unsung heroes in that New York fight was Patty 
Ellis, a member of the HRC steering committee from Long Is-
land. In a quiet moment at the end of the meeting, when it was 
clear there was not much else to say, she rallied the troops. I 
can still hear Patty’s voice: “Okay. I think we’ve got it. We all 
know what we need to do. We have two years to do it; let’s go.”

Like any other moment of sweeping historic social change, 
mapping out a long-term plan comes with its own set of chal-
lenges. We live in a fast-paced, get-it-done-now, break-all-the-
rules world. And sometimes this mind-set creates change. The 
challenge, though, is knowing which path to take depending 
on the situation. It’s much easier and certainly feels a lot bet-
ter to follow the lead of the person who tells you that there is 
an easier, faster way. It’s never any fun to be the one who says, 
in this case, “Nope, there isn’t a faster way.” When it came to 
the fight for marriage equality and other measures of LGBT 
equality, bloggers and critics often latched onto my notion of 
“the marriage decade.” They yearned for someone to simply 
step forward and speak the words that would change every-
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thing: a gay Martin Luther King Jr. But the times were differ-
ent and the diverse nature of the LGBT community was such 
that it was highly unlikely that a compelling single voice had 
the potential to be unifying. If that voice existed, we would 
have heard from him or her before.

The multitude of voices that mattered in the fight for mar-
riage equality were the couples all across the country telling 
their stories, helping their friends, neighbors, and elected 
officials to understand just how important the right to full 
marriage equality was. Just as was the case in repealing Don’t 
Ask, Don’t Tell, the country had to hear from the brave men 
and women who were serving or had served in silence, and 
wanted nothing more than to continue to serve their country.

Looking back, the biggest mistake I made was the way I 
responded to my critics. Instead of responding to the com-
plaints about how long marriage equality was taking, I tried 
to compel people to just do the work of making the fight take 
less time. For many, however, my plea was at odds with the 
anger and frustration they were justifiably feeling. Perhaps 
my rhetoric might have sounded too much like we were coun-
seling people to be patient; I now understand this was the 
equivalent to that annoying friend who tells you when you’re 
upset to just relax, that everything will get better. People ex-
pected me to express my anger to make a point, to intensify 
the message to those who had failed us that we would not for-
get. I was so focused on the daunting path forward and laying 
out what the next steps would be. In retrospect, I should have 
shown my own anger more. Simply validating people’s pas-
sion, frustration, and disappointment could have helped them 
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to understand that I felt it as well. Perhaps that could have had 
a healing effect and helped people move on to the work ahead.

Two years later, in June 2011, marriage equality prevailed 
in the New York State Legislature. This victory was one of 
the great stories of a diverse group of activists simply doing 
what needed to be done. Day after day they lobbied and cam-
paigned, and slowly but surely they succeeded in changing 
the minds of legislators or replacing those who had refused 
to budge to our agenda. While this was one of the final vic-
tories I had the opportunity to celebrate during my tenure 
at the Human Rights Campaign, I’ve carried lessons from 
this experience with me in my personal and professional life. 
Whenever someone expresses anger over something deeply 
disappointing, and I have already moved on in my head to a 
solution, I now pause to acknowledge and validate their anger.

Letting Your A nger Out

Many people have difficulty taking the long view, and if you 
are one of them, this strategy may not work for you. Our 
collective attention span is short. Everybody truly does have 
their own agenda, and sometimes when they’re faced with 
an obstacle, they may well turn away and say, “This project is 
too hard” or “I can’t figure out a way to get to the other side.” 
The truth is, there is no room for impatience in the sheer will 
strategy: any type of change takes time and lots of hard work. 
Sometimes there really is no another way to get what you want 
than to patiently plod along your course. Often the journey is 
not glamorous. There were plenty of times during the fight for 
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LGBT equality when I had to send a team out into the field to 
knock on doors, pass out leaflets, organize lobby days, make 
phone calls, and do grassroots organizing. The victory parties 
were few and far between.

Sometimes, when you look at the obstacles in front of 
you— all the stuff that stands in the way of getting what you 
want, all the work it’s going to take— it’s hard not to think 
that there must be another way. That is completely under-
standable, because the path toward victory represents lots of 
boring, tedious, hard work. Accepting that path, and the work 
that goes with it, rolling up your sleeves and preparing to do 
the hard work with your head down for as long as it takes, 
does not mean that you lack creativity or a revolutionary 
approach. There will likely be some around you who want to 
take the course of “burning down the buildings,” as I like to 
call it. Sometimes making a lot of noise, blowing everything 
up and finding a faster, more out-of-the-box way will work, 
but usually it won’t. Even if that’s part of the strategy, it is 
almost never successful without the hard work that must be 
done alongside the burning buildings.

The history of the United States is marked by countless 
fights for social change to expand the rights of marginalized 
groups. In each of these fights, there have been equal mea-
sures of civil discourse and civil disobedience. While both 
are necessary, the fight won’t succeed unless those advancing 
each effort recognizes the importance of the other. In the fight 
to repeal Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell, for example, the final months 
of work in front of us seemed endless. We had a president who 
was poised to sign the legislation, had passed the bill success-
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fully through the U.S. House, but faced a Senate where we 
were six votes short. All of our efforts needed to be focused on 
these six individuals. This meant endless lobby visits by the 
brave service members who had selflessly volunteered to do 
whatever it took. It meant coordinating mass phone calls into 
congressional offices, writing op-eds in home newspapers, 
raising money to place ads on television and on the radio. Es-
sentially, we were doing whatever we needed to change these 
six Senate “no” votes to “yes.” We followed the lead of our al-
lies on Capitol Hill and took the direction and cues from the 
Senators who supported our cause, as they had the greatest 
insight into what it would take to move their reluctant fellow 
Senators.

Understandably, many in the LGBT community were ner-
vous and frustrated. The work of repealing Don’t Ask, Don’t 
Tell had essentially been going on since the measure had 
been implemented during President Bill Clinton’s first year 
in office. To many, the work that we had mapped out seemed 
unremarkable and hinged on closed-door meetings between 
Senators, a small group of activists, and the White House. 
Some activists felt that the strategy wasn’t transparent enough 
for the whole community to participate. Yet if we were going 
to be successful, these tactics mattered; they were central to 
getting to the vote count we needed. A familiar refrain was: 
“There must be another, easier way, or one that at the very 
least makes us all feel better about what we’re doing.”

Lieutenant Dan Choi, an infantry officer in the U.S. Army, 
felt strongly that there was another way. A grassroots activ-
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ist, he had become involved with an organization called Get 
Equal. They felt strongly that the only way to get us over the 
finish line in repealing Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell was to engage 
in civil disobedience. While I agreed with their overarching 
argument, I initially felt that big parts of their strategy were 
misplaced. On separate occasions, Dan and fellow veterans 
chained themselves to the White House fence, sending a 
clear message to the president that he wasn’t doing enough. 
The president and our allies in the White House were, quite 
frankly, confused and annoyed. We were all working to-
gether around the clock trying to move six senators, and 
they couldn’t understand why the focus of Dan’s actions 
wasn’t instead directed at one of these senators. While Dan’s 
actions got the cause— and himself— a lot of attention, they 
ultimately caused other challenges. The civil disobedience 
didn’t help us with our allies in the military either; they felt 
that Dan’s behavior, in uniform, was disrespectful. But I also 
understood that there were so many in the LGBT community 
who thought, I don’t know if it’s a good idea or not, but Dan 
Choi is making me feel better because he’s doing it.

Over the course of the LGBT rights movement, when 
we have undertaken civil disobedience that has been well 
thought out and strategically centered, it has often been the 
single most important source of progress. During the height 
of the AIDS epidemic, for example, acts of civil disobedi-
ence were used by groups like ACT UP to raise awareness 
and bring attention to the fact that people were dying and 
no one was doing anything about it. President Ronald Rea-
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gan infamously (and shamefully) refused to say the word 
“AIDS.” Funding for research and care in Congress was non-
existent at the time, except for funds that some heroic gay 
Capitol Hill staff members were able to secretly sneak into 
bills. Hospitals were turning away dying men. So standing 
hand in hand across the Brooklyn Bridge, stopping traffic 
and forcing people to actually see what AIDS looked like 
was the best and most important thing to do at the time. The 
actions of ACT UP often looked like chaos from the outside, 
but there was an unbelievably important strategic center to 
the organization.

So, yes, sometimes burning down the buildings does work, 
when it’s the right place and the right time. But this strategy 
rarely stands on its own; it is most successful when it honors 
and coordinates with all of the important (but perhaps less 
dramatic) work that goes into creating lasting social and legis-
lative change. There’s a big difference between civil disobedi-
ence and the search for a quick fix. We would have been happy 
if any of our battles could have been resolved with a quick fix, 
but that opportunity never presented itself. For instance, the 
small victory of getting some religious leaders to leave hateful 
antigay rhetoric out of their sermons took nearly a decade. We 
had to map out a broad strategy to reverse discrimination on 
a micro scale by attacking discrimination in general, with the 
long-term aim of shifting people’s attitudes about gay mar-
riage. Each of these small steps were easier than tackling the 
large problem and helped illustrate the roadmap to achieving 
full equality to the LGBT community until we could get ev-
erything we wanted.
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Setting Goa ls w ith a Long-ter m View

Where you want to end up, in your career and in your personal 
life, are your long-term goals. Reaching these milestones re-
quires an honest assessment of what it is going to take to get 
there as well as a willingness to stick to your plan. When we 
talk about long-term career and personal goals that can take 
years or even decades, the sheer will to stay with your plan 
can be daunting. There will be times when you’ll be tempted 
to switch to an easier path or adjust your sails to what you may 
feel is a more attainable goal. That will be your decision to 
make. Quality of life, work-life balance, and how your priori-
ties change over the course of your life may absolutely justify 
changing your goals. Getting where you want to go simply 
takes a long time. It requires more steps than you may have 
initially thought, but do not be deterred. Your greatest regret 
later in life, if you find yourself in a significantly different place 
than where you thought you would be, facing the realization 
that you have not reached your goals, could be because you 
took what seemed at the time to be a shortcut.

When I worked at EMILY’s List, one of my responsibilities 
was to travel around the country and talk to women about 
their desire to run for congressional office. These women were 
business leaders, teachers, lawyers, county commissioners, 
and small town mayors. My job was to help them formulate 
a political career path. I would remind them that there were 
typically two kinds of people who consider a run for political 
office: those who want the title and those who care about the 
issues (better schools, the environment, and so on). I found 
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that those who were looking for ways to advance their cause, 
searching for a bigger platform from which to do this work, 
were much more likely to be elected than those who simply 
wanted a political title, even though that goal was much more 
clearly defined. In other words, people seeking public office 
are generally much more successful when their goal is to do 
something rather than to be something.

For those who expressed a desire to hold public office, I 
would challenge them on their motivation. I would help them 
determine what issues they were passionate about and try 
to tease out a catalyst for their candidacy. Sometimes I was 
successful and sometimes I wasn’t. Inevitably, the candidacies 
that never got off the ground were the ones who took a look at 
the timeline and concluded that the time and effort was sim-
ply too much. Those who were already committed to doing 
good work in the name of public service were not afraid of 
hard work or the difficult path. Although it may have taken 
ten or twenty years to get there, some of these women— like 
Claire McCaskill from Missouri and Debbie Stabenow from 
Michigan— serve in the U.S. Senate today.

The temptations to be driven by what you want to be, how 
much money you want to make, or which office you want to 
end up sitting in are a natural part of the human condition. 
But to be motivated by your passions and what you want to 
accomplish is not only a more authentic way to pursue your 
goals, it’s also a more successful path. I went to Kansas in 1994 
to meet with that state’s insurance commissioner, Kathleen 
Sebelius. She was a dynamic leader, dedicated to public ser-
vice, well liked and universally respected. There was a lot of 
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talk in national political circles about her running for higher 
office. I remember talking to Kathleen about a run either for 
the Senate or for governor of Kansas. Her personal interest 
was in improving access to healthcare and in the health and 
welfare of the people of her state. She would run when the 
time was right, she told me, and would choose the race that 
offered her the best opportunity to advance her agenda. It 
wasn’t until 2002 that she ran for governor of Kansas— and 
won. This was no small task for a pro-choice Democratic 
woman in a state like Kansas. President Obama ultimately 
chose Kathleen to be his first secretary of Health and Human 
Services; she served in this role from 2009 to 2014 and was 
a crucial part of the fight to pass the historic Affordable 
Care Act.

Taking the Long View of Life

It’s human nature to hope for a different, easier path toward 
advancement in the workplace, but more often than not, 
there just isn’t another way forward. We live in a world where 
time, information, and career opportunities seem to fly by at 
a much faster pace, but don’t let that reality derail you from 
the authentic, long-term path you may need to be on. If your 
goal is to be part of the decision-making inner circle, wher-
ever your inner circle exists, it’s going to take time. You’ll be 
included when you have the right level of experience. Looking 
around your office may offer clues about when that might be. 
If the inner circle is comprised of people who have been at 
the company for ten years, that’s how long it’s going to take. If 
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you’ve been there for only two years, don’t be offended if you 
are not invited to those meetings any time soon.

A self-aware individual can take that information and 
think strategically: Okay, fair enough. My stature at work is not 
a commentary on me; it’s that the value proposition necessary to 
get into that inner circle is length of service. So while you might 
not be willing to sit around for ten years, you can reset your 
goal to be in a leadership position in six years instead of eight. 
In the meantime, you will have to double down and work as 
diligently as you can. Sometimes it feels like the oldest person 
in the room is almost always the boss. So if you’re the young-
est person in the room and feeling like the upward path is all 
about age and length of service, the road ahead of you may 
seem daunting. The challenge is to balance when you simply 
accept that fact and when you challenge it. You can success-
fully challenge the status quo with innovative ideas and a 
fresh approach to problem solving, not by reminding those 
above you that the world is changing and being taken over by 
young people. While that may be true in the most progressive 
settings, this sentiment is probably not true where you cur-
rently find yourself drawing a paycheck.

You may be rolling your eyes as you read this, thinking: Of 
course he thinks that way; Joe is one of those old guys. But I’m 
going to beat the system. I say go for it. Some millennials may 
ask, “Why should we be constrained by the nine-to-five work 
day? Aren’t we more creative and more productive when we 
can be fluid and come and go when we want?” The one who 
succeeds is always the one who responds: “You’re probably 
right, but if the boss believes that the work day should be 8:30 
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to 6:00, I’m going to play her game. At least for now.” There 
is a power infrastructure in every office, and it will serve you 
well to understand it and play by its rules. Get to know the 
decision makers, then distinguish yourself from the pack. By 
aligning yourself with the corporate culture, you’ll have an 
easier time making it into the inner circle.

Respect the fact that the forty-five-year-old woman who 
makes ten times as much money as you do, and is in the po-
sition of determining your fate, is never going to say, “Wow. 
I’m a dope. These young kids in the office are all smarter than 
me.” That’s just not how the world works. In fact, the opposite 
may be true. The older person above you may have his or her 
own set of insecurities and uncertainties about age and job 
security; he or she may double down in unflattering views 
of younger workers based on those insecurities. So why not 
play the game and follow the guiding philosophy of your boss, 
even if it appears old-fashioned: be at your desk first thing in 
the morning, be polite and available, understand what needs 
to be done to find common ground, and so on. Trust me, when 
everyone else is railing against these “quaint” constraints of 
conventional workplace policies, the employee who sees it as 
a way to find common ground with the boss will be the likely 
one to advance. However, this doesn’t mean you shouldn’t 
also try to be innovative and come up with the best solutions 
to problems.

At HRC I was the boss; when an important issue came up, 
I would call in the staff members I felt were best suited to the 
discussion, without regard for titles or hierarchy. They were 
my kitchen cabinet. Yet I would hear from people all the time: 
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“There was a manager’s meeting and you forgot to invite me.” 
Their disappointment was revelatory to me. Bosses never for-
get who is supposed to be included. These are deliberate deci-
sions. Figuring out what’s expected of you, and understanding 
what’s important to the workplace, is how you get ahead. Your 
job is to make sure that when people above you are thinking 
about those values and qualities they think about you. If the 
company places a lot of importance on the internal workplace 
environment, including your interpersonal skills and how 
you function within a team, and you can demonstrate that 
those skills are a core and important value to you, you will 
have branded yourself as someone who is a good fit for any 
company.

Brand yourself as someone who fits the corporate values by 
actually exhibiting those specific values. Do it in a way that re-
ally shows you’re competent in these areas. If it’s about being 
a good team player, then actually be a good team player. The 
rules may be different if you work in a highly creative or high-
tech environment. For example, if you work at a slick startup 
PR firm, where the work is much more individualized and 
there’s much less importance placed on internal hierarchy, the 
person who advances is typically the one who is most innova-
tive. If that’s the case, that’s how you want to brand yourself. 
If you are the one person in the office the boss goes to if there 
is a difficult problem that needs to be solved, your branding 
takes care of itself.

• • • •
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Along with having the sheer will to see an action through, 
there will be times when your intuition is telling you to walk 
away or at least come up with a different plan. These are the 
times when you’ll need to explore the strategic advantages of 
compromise and sacrifice. Chapter 7 explores these realities.
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Successful people know when to make a sacrifice or a com-
promise in order to get the job done. This doesn’t mean that 
they cave under pressure, or that they walk away from their 
dreams. In many instances, sacrifice and compromise are 
strategic, productive, and effective ways to get exactly what 
you want— or close to it. A compromise can be reached only 
when there is common ground between two parties. When 
you compromise, there is an understanding that neither party 
is getting all of what they want, that both parties are giving in 
a little bit. A sacrifice, however, occurs when only one party 
takes less than what they originally wanted, recognizing that 
there is no opportunity to come back to the table again.

As president of the Human Rights Campaign, I had to 
face one compromise constantly: deciding which candidates 
HRC would support. A part of our mission was to endorse 
and financially support congressional candidates who sup-
ported LGBT equality. Although that directive seems fairly 
straightforward, there were occasions when it was not. 
In these instances, we had to compromise to achieve our 
broader goals through the legislative process. In 2006, for 
example, many in the LGBT community felt that the HRC 

Sacrifice versus 
Compromise7
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made a major compromise in the face of a broader set of pro-
gressive ideals when we endorsed Democratic candidate Bob 
Casey over incumbent Republican Rick Santorum in the 
Pennsylvania race for a U.S. Senate seat. While Santorum 
was arguably the most anti-LGBT member of the Senate, 
Casey was not fully pro-choice. Historically there had been 
consideration given in the endorsement process to a can-
didate’s position on reproductive rights. As a public policy 
matter, both issues are grounded in an individual’s right to 
privacy. As a result of our endorsement, many LGBT pro-
choice activists were disappointed in the level of support 
that we threw behind Casey.

My argument was a simple one. I knew that sometimes, as 
an organization, we are faced with a choice and have to pick the 
better candidate, even if he or she is not the perfect candidate. 
In this case we believed that Casey would be better on LGBT 
issues, and as a Democrat he would be a reliable vote for Sen-
ate Majority Leader Harry Reid. Reid was solidly committed 
to LGBT equality and would certainly support our agenda 
on the Senate floor. So, tactically, electing Casey was an im-
portant step toward strengthening Reid’s power. Casey did 
in fact beat Santorum by a wide margin in November 2006. 
Since then, he has been a solid and consistent supporter of 
LGBT equality. While the Democrats controlled the Senate, 
Casey was (and remains) an integral player in Reid’s army of 
foot soldiers. He holds the line on Reid’s and the Democrats’ 
agenda, including issues he had not personally committed to, 
such as funding Planned Parenthood.

Two years later, we found ourselves in the position of 
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supporting incumbent Republican Senator Susan Collins 
over Democratic challenger Tom Allen in the Maine race. 
Collins had an exemplary record on LGBT issues— and was 
a lead sponsor on legislation that was important to the LGBT 
community. However, she represented another vote for the 
Republican leadership, who were working diligently against 
our agenda. Allen, a former member of the U.S. House of Rep-
resentatives, would have been a perfect vote on our issues. But 
Collins had stood with us in the past and was immensely pop-
ular in Maine. We were caught between the two candidates, 
but we were particularly sensitive to the message we would be 
sending to other Republicans if the best we could say to one 
who had supported our agenda was, “We’ll support you until 
a better candidate comes along.” The compromise was strate-
gically successful. Collins won by a wide margin over Allen in 
2008 and went on to serve as our lead Republican sponsor for 
overturning Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell, delivering an impressive 
number of Republican senators to vote for the bill.

In these cases, there was certainly anger and some pushback 
from the rank and file, who believed we had compromised 
on a broader set of ideals to achieve our long-term legislative 
goals. I can’t argue with them, because that view is probably 
correct. However, as the leader of HRC, that was my charge. 
Our mandate was to pass legislation that helped the LGBT 
community— not to represent any particular political party 
or be sidelined by a complex set of other issues. The decisions 
we made were with that goal in mind. So although we may 
have disappointed some in the LGBT community, the deci-
sions were ultimately ours to make. We couldn’t let the fear of 
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that disappointment hold us back from making decisions that 
allowed us to achieve our biggest goals.

You may find yourself in situations where you must make 
difficult choices— ones that involve tremendous compromise 
along the way. What’s important to remember is that you, and 
only you, can determine whether you can make the compro-
mise and see your way to the greater goal. There will likely be 
other people who have something to say about your decisions, 
who want to influence your views. My advice is to keep your 
head down, make your own decisions, and let those around 
you know it is your journey and you answer only to yourself.

Compromise a nd the Employment Non-
Discr imination Act

It would be nice to say that I had a perfect track record for 
always getting what I wanted during my years at HRC, but 
that’s not true. One of my greatest compromises occurred 
when we were working on the Employment Non-Discrimi-
nation Act (ENDA). For many in the LGBT community, this 
compromise was my greatest misstep. My supporters see that 
the compromise was a difficult decision aimed at ultimately 
getting us to where we wanted to be; my detractors would say 
simply that I did the wrong thing. Today, with hindsight and a 
little distance from the experience, I’m of both minds.

It was 2007 and I had been at HRC for just two years. The 
Democrats had taken back the House and the Senate in 2006, 
and at the top of our agenda was passing ENDA. This legisla-
tion would guarantee protection for LGBT people from work-
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place discrimination. At the time it was legal in nearly thirty 
states to fire someone for being gay or transgender. In states 
where those protections existed, they often covered only sex-
ual orientation and not gender identity or gender expression. 
In other words, even at the state level where antidiscrimina-
tion laws that covered gays and lesbians existed, those laws 
didn’t cover transgender people. At the federal level, there 
were no such protections. The Employment Non-Discrimina-
tion Bill offered the chance to extend protection nationwide.

Even though the Democrats had taken control of the 
House and the Senate, and the leadership in both chambers 
was working on advancing our agenda, President George W. 
Bush was not exactly on board. The likelihood of any success-
ful legislative effort that protected the LGBT community 
becoming law was small during his presidency. However, re-
gardless of whether a president is willing to sign your bill into 
law, it is vitally important to seize the opportunity for Con-
gress to pass a piece of legislation. Taking this action accom-
plishes many small goals that ultimately help the long-term 
prospects of passing a bill. For one thing, it’s an opportunity 
to test your ideas and see how they will be received. To have 
a floor debate, count votes, and see where you are, even if the 
bill is imperfect, has value.

Another strategic reason to move legislation that doesn’t 
have a chance of being passed into law is to illustrate where 
the party controlling one body stands in contrast to the party 
controlling the other. For instance, the Democratically con-
trolled Congress worked hard during the same time period 
to pass the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act, despite the fact that 



Sacr ifice v ersus Compromise • • 153

President Bush made it clear he would veto it. Although the 
bill never had a chance of becoming law during his tenure, 
it gave Democrats an opportunity to advance their narrative 
that women should be paid the same as men. President Bush 
didn’t hold this view. Democrats were so successful at driv-
ing home this point that this legislation became the first bill 
passed after President Obama was sworn into office in 2009 
and the first legislation he signed as president.

In terms of ENDA, we knew that with our Democratic al-
lies controlling Congress, the time had come to begin moving 
the bill. Yet as we started to take a serious vote count, we found 
that there was a significant gap in the support for protecting 
sexual orientation versus support for protecting gender iden-
tity and expression. Many members of Congress didn’t want 
to be put on the spot or on the record with regard to their sup-
port for including transgender Americans in the bill, and they 
simply refused to say how they would vote. Others told ac-
tivists in public settings that they supported the entire effort, 
but privately told the whip and members of leadership that 
they couldn’t fully commit. So we had two different sets of 
reality— both of which were based on a perceived vote count 
on the floor of the U.S. House— one many activists believed to 
be true, and one some of us knew to be true.

As a bill begins to solidify, members of Congress start to 
pay attention to the particulars. In fact, they pay very little 
attention to bills until they are headed for a vote. ENDA ac-
tually had many details buried inside of the bill. Our allies in 
the House decided that the most expeditious way to create 
full support of what we ultimately wanted was to take the bill 
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to the members in parts. Their plan was to first introduce a bill 
that included only protections regarding sexual orientation, 
effectively removing protections for transgender people. They 
would let members study it, ask questions about it, and ulti-
mately commit to it. Their strategy was that by making this 
compromise, members could get comfortable with what was 
in front of them, take the bill to the floor and vote on it, and 
then never have to rethink what they just voted on. Their vote 
would be recorded so that when we came back for the next 
vote, we would introduce the same bill yet this time focus 
solely on ensuring that we had the support we needed for in-
cluding protections for gender identity and expression.

This same strategy had been successfully implemented for 
the passage of historic legislation like the Americans with 
Disabilities Act (ADA) and the Family Medical Leave Act 
(FMLA). Both bills had been introduced for a vote year after 
year during the tenures of presidents opposed to signing them 
into law. Both bills started as legislative efforts that were a far 
cry from where they ended up. But each year’s vote was built 
on the preceding one, and each time, as members became 
more comfortable with aspects of the bill as it stood, more 
protections were added until the bill became the legislation 
that its supporters could proudly stand behind. So when I was 
presented with a similar strategy for ENDA, I understood 
how potentially divisive this compromise could be, but I also 
knew that this first incomplete bill would never pass into law 
under President Bush. I agreed with our allies in the House, 
including Representatives Barney Frank and Debbie Wasser-
man Schultz. Yet I underestimated the symbolically divisive 
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and painful message this compromise represented. There 
was a major difference in what we were doing compared with 
the historical precedents of the ADA and the FMLA. Even 
though each incarnation of those bills offered more protec-
tions for the people these bills set out to protect, they always, 
from the very beginning, protected everyone. All people with 
disabilities were going to get something right from the start, 
and all families were going to be able to take advantage of 
some form of leave from the very first version of the FMLA.

Even though it was not at all the intention, the message 
around the first version of ENDA was that most people would 
get something but a small group (the transgender community) 
would be sacrificed for the larger group and consequently 
get nothing. Although this compromise may have been tac-
tically correct, symbolically it was tremendously damaging 
to the cohesiveness of the LGBT community. The truth is, 
the LGBT coalition is a fragile one to begin with. The work 
of educating the country about the lives and circumstances 
of transgender Americans has lagged far behind the success 
we’ve had in moving the meter of public opinion on a host of 
issues regarding gays and lesbians. Regarding ENDA, it didn’t 
matter that we were repeatedly saying, “Look, this is not the 
final product. It is not our intention that this ever becomes 
a law. We’re just using this bill as a way to figure out how to 
take the next step.” This tactical decision caused real damage 
in the community and sent a chilling message to transgender 
people, who already felt a tenuous connection to their gay and 
lesbian brothers and sisters.

Ultimately, the House voted on ENDA, and it passed by 



156 • • The Gift of A nger

a wide margin. The Senate never took it up in that legislative 
session, and President Bush never had to consider it. Because 
the Democrats have yet to gain control of both the House and 
the Senate at the same time, there has been little movement 
on ENDA. If the Democrats hadn’t lost control of Congress in 
the following election, they would have continued to build on 
that victory, adding to the legislation each year until we had a 
fully inclusive bill. The exercise did help bring to light just how 
much work remains to be done to build support for gender 
identity and expression on both the state and federal levels. 
Interestingly, in the absence of a debate around transgender 
issues, our opponents aggressively attempted to put in place 
the widest possible range of religious exemptions, allowing 
people to opt out of complying with these laws and effectively 
gutting the bill. Today, these same exemptions are coming up 
in response to marriage equality victories and abortion rights.

The Ohio Compromise

The 2006 election cycle was important for the Human Rights 
Campaign because it was the year the Democrats retook 
control of both the House and the Senate. It was also my first 
election cycle as the president of HRC. Having come from 
EMILY’s List, one of the most powerful and effective polit-
ical organizations in the country, I was surprised when some 
members of Congress— whom I knew from my previous 
work— talked about HRC as if it wasn’t in the same league. 
While the organization felt inherently empowered, we needed 
to step up our game in key states to fulfill our agenda.
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One of the people I came to know and greatly admire 
during that first election cycle was Sherrod Brown of Ohio. 
He had served in the U.S. House of Representatives for 
fourteen years and was now running for the U.S. Senate. A 
charismatic leader, Brown is a deeply principled and honor-
able public official. He also happens to be a shrewd politician 
and a skilled political strategist. Brown told me that he saw a 
real strategic discrepancy between the work that many in the 
LGBT community had been doing and the work that more 
powerfully perceived organizations were doing. It seemed to 
him— and ultimately to me— that the LGBT community was 
working in areas where most members of the LGBT commu-
nity lived: the progressive areas within urban centers. While 
there was value in talking to voters in those areas and turning 
out the vote on Election Day, these areas were already heavily 
covered by other progressive groups, and the return on the 
work was not nearly as crucial as it could be in some of the real 
swing parts of his state and others like it.

Now in fairness, many of the HRC members I spoke with 
about Brown’s comment reminded me that it was central to 
our agenda to discuss issues of importance in the elections 
with members of our community, to help educate them about 
which candidates were true champions on our issues. There-
fore, it made perfect sense that LGBT people should canvass 
potential LGBT voters. Yet I now felt that we needed to do 
more, that we could compromise from our single-minded 
position to help someone like Sherrod Brown achieve his 
goals. If we could demonstrate to candidates like him that 
we were willing to support their needs as a strategic partner, 
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perhaps they would feel compelled to be a strategic partner 
with us in the Senate. So we rolled up our sleeves and went 
to Ohio. Powerful organizations like the Service Employees 
Union and Planned Parenthood were already working out of 
warehouses in key swing parts of the state. In some cases they 
were operating where their members lived; in other instances, 
they were in areas critical for mobilizing the undecided yet 
crucial voters. Our HRC volunteers moved into these same 
communities and went door to door, made phone calls, drove 
people to the polls, and did whatever else it took to deliver the 
undecided voting block for Sherrod Brown.

Our message during this outreach was generally broader 
than just LGBT equality or other issues important to the 
LGBT community. It was a universally agreed upon message 
that addressed the concerns of these swing voters— the econ-
omy, education, and healthcare. It was a compromise strategy 
and a message that worked for Sherrod Brown rather than one 
that specifically addressed our issues. The initial reaction from 
our volunteers in the field to this compromise was expected. 
“This isn’t what we usually do. We don’t know these people,” 
they said. “We’ve never been to this neighborhood before.” 
But the HRC field team and our leaders in Ohio held tight, 
telling the volunteers: “Trust us. This is what we need to do.”

After the election, when Brown won in 2007, I understood 
how much this compromise was worth. We had sacrificed 
nothing. For the first time in more than a decade, we would 
have the opportunity to advance meaningful legislation in 
Congress. We would be able to count on more than just our 
list of “usual suspects” of friends. In order to advance issues of 
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importance to the LGBT community, we would need repre-
sentatives who were willing to lead, to work with us in strate-
gic partnership, to broker deals on the floor, and ultimately be 
willing to put it all on the line, knowing that we would have 
their back. The leadership would ask members like Sherrod 
Brown, “Do we feel confident that the LGBT community can 
get our job done as well as theirs?” Now he was able to affirm 
it: “Well, you can count on HRC; I’ve seen them do it.”

Compromise Isn’t a Dirty Wor d

In today’s politically charged, divisive world, the idea of com-
promise— and certainly sacrifice— carries deeply negative 
connotations. Hard-line, angry politicians and public figures 
like Donald Trump have become very good at acknowledging 
the inherent fear and rage that resides within some people and 
speaking to them in ways that validate and fuel that anger. 
One thing people like Trump repeatedly say is that they will 
never compromise on anything: “We won’t give an inch!” They 
often criticize President Obama for being much too quick to 
compromise on anything. In some circles, to position your-
self as someone completely unwilling to give up anything for 
the people you represent has come to symbolize strength and 
determination. Not surprisingly, when these candidates are 
elected to office, this strategy rarely if ever produces results. 
Or, I should say, the unwillingness to compromise remains a 
successful strategy, but the accomplishment of a greater goal 
never materializes.

For instance, a tactic among some Republicans in Congress 
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has been to shut down the government rather than allow bills 
to pass that would appropriate money for things they don’t 
believe in. While they’ve been successful at actually shutting 
down the government, these Republicans have rarely been 
able to sustain that tactic for very long. Yet the gesture and 
the bravado and, I suppose, the principled stand they are per-
ceived as taking continues to make them extremely popular 
with their base of supporters, even in the face of failure. While 
many of us never choose to compromise, we are all called upon 
to do it every day. Real success, and real leadership, is not at all 
about a refusal to compromise; rather, it is an understanding 
of when to compromise and when not to, what to compromise 
about, and what to stand firm on. When you agree to com-
promise or make a sacrifice, you have to recognize how it will 
affect those around you. You have to be strategic about the 
way you are going to compromise.

Many people are willing to make compromises or even 
permanently sacrifice some parts of their life in the name of 
advancing their careers. These compromises are what people 
are referring to when they talk about work-life balance. You 
may have to give up a weekend to spend in the office; you may 
have to give up pursuing a relationship if you have to relocate 
for a job. Some jobs might make you reconsider personal val-
ues or priorities. Your sacrifice could be living in a terrible, 
expensive apartment, or having to moonlight a second job so 
that you can afford to act, write, paint, or sing. For many peo-
ple, being unwilling to sacrifice means spending the rest of 
your life wondering about and regretting the road not taken.

Let’s face it: it’s easier to make sacrifices for your career 
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when you’re young. Your twenties are the time to put it all on 
the line, to sacrifice and compromise where necessary and go 
for it. Most of what you’re sacrificing, after all, is a sense of 
permanence, the putting down of roots either in a home or a 
relationship. These are all things you can do later in life. The 
gamble you take in not being certain that those same things 
will be available to you are part of what you’re deciding to give 
up. You have relatively few responsibilities, and no one worth 
knowing or working for will ever fault you for using that time 
in your life to try your hardest. Without the responsibility of 
a mortgage and kids and plants and a dog, you are in a much 
less complicated position to make compromises and sacri-
fices. While it’s never too late to follow your dream, it often 
becomes more difficult the older you get.

I’ve interviewed many people for jobs whose resumes re-
flect a huge amount of diversity during their twenties. They’ve 
waited tables in New York City, spent time in the Peace Corps, 
traveled the world, or gone on the road with the circus. Under-
lying those years and those adventures is usually a story about 
pursuing a dream. Yet while their list of accomplishments 
makes for great cocktail party fodder, if they’re interviewing 
with me for a job in politics or social change, they’ve probably 
decided that the dream was going to remain just that. Never-
theless, I admire them for having that dream and pursuing it 
for as long as they did. These early years in your career should 
be the time to explore your dreams and do whatever it takes 
to realize them.

I once hired a young woman whose most recent job had 
been working as a short order cook. When one of my col-
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leagues laughingly asked why I thought that was a qualifica-
tion for serving as an assistant to a few people in her depart-
ment, I said that short order cooks are good at doing many 
things at once, they’re good listeners, and they’re almost 
never flustered under pressure. This woman had spent her 
early twenties figuring out her life. She had hoped to become 
an actress, and although that didn’t work out, she had come to 
terms with it, and in doing so found a new passion in political 
activism. I was proud to hire her and felt a sense of certainty 
that she would settle well into this new career path because 
she had spent years making compromises and sacrifices along 
the way.

The Pr ice of Sacr ifice

Think about what you’re willing to compromise on and when 
you’re willing to sacrifice. Think about what you are willing 
to give up permanently. It’s important to remember that your 
decisions influence those around you. Giving it all up to pur-
sue a career in acting or working seven days a week to make 
partner in a law firm are decisions that you have to evaluate in 
terms of how they’ll affect you personally. When it comes to 
the overall question of work-life balance, however, your calcu-
lation has to take the people around you into consideration.

When I decided to apply for the job as the president of the 
Human Rights Campaign, I was single. When I learned that it 
was a 24/7 commitment that required travel most weekends, I 
evaluated that impact on my life purely in terms of whether I 
was willing to sacrifice that loss of personal time and privacy. 
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What I failed to consider was how that decision would impact 
my friends and family. I assumed anyone who knew me would 
respect my decision and see it as the right thing to do. I had 
many friends who worked on political campaigns right up 
through the presidential level. In that circle of friends, when 
someone went off to run for office, or to work on a campaign, 
we all assumed we wouldn’t hear much from that person 
until after the election. Over a relatively short period of a few 
months even up to a year, that seemed to be okay for my inner 
circle.

Yet seven years later, I was still going 24/7. No one should 
hang their personal satisfaction or happiness entirely on being 
completely sustained by the work, or the money, or the career 
advancement. But in the absence of other relationships, it 
can become easy to do that. You can lose your way. I began 
to realize that I was missing many of the important special 
occasions in the lives of my friends. In my mind, I was still off 
doing important work, but they saw the situation differently. 
Had I put the work and the cause over the importance of the 
friendships? Ultimately, those relationships suffered.

I was fortunate, during my time at HRC, to meet the per-
son who would ultimately become my husband. Jed Hastings 
was a kind, funny, and committed volunteer for us from Min-
neapolis. We met early on in my tenure and began a long-dis-
tance relationship until he moved to Washington, D.C., and 
we were married in 2010. Among all the wonderful and im-
portant things that resulted from that relationship, one of the 
most important was that I had to reevaluate the professional 
sacrifices I was willing to make in the context of my spouse 
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and the quality of our lives together. It was an incredible gift 
to get— the chance to see how wonderful and fulfilling my 
personal life could be. Together, Jed and I talked about how 
long I would continue running HRC and when would be the 
right time for me to leave.

In 2011 we successfully repealed Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell and 
had helped to win marriage equality in the state of New York 
as well as in seven other states. There was a break in the action 
over that summer during which I assessed HRC’s future goals. 
It would be some time before the next set of big challenges 
would be in front of the organization, so the time felt right to 
move on. I announced my decision to leave that September 
and left the following June of 2012. There’s no doubt that I 
had compromised and in some cases sacrificed a great deal 
for the work and the cause— and I would do it all over again. 
Although I occasionally lost sight of what was most important 
in the context of work-life balance, I find myself now in my 
private sector role just as fulfilled and sustained in my life and 
work as I was when I was leading HRC. Every aspect of my life 
is and was fulfilling, and neither my self-worth nor my iden-
tity was ever about my job. This is not to say that giving up the 
excitement and the energy and the opportunity to work with 
some amazing people hasn’t been a sacrifice, but the memory 
and the satisfaction of those years remain with me.

• • • •

It’s one thing to be at the top of your game and quite another 
to use that power as an excuse not to take into consideration 
the thoughts and ideas of those around you. Effective leaders 
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know that they can’t reach their goals alone. In chapter 8 you’ll 
learn about the importance of teamwork through the lens of 
coalition, and why surrounding yourself with a diversity of 
opinions makes for a more informed strategic plan. Having 
a plan everyone can get behind is the absolute best way to get 
what you want.
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8

Success can come from individual effort, but more often than 
not it occurs when people work well together. Throughout the 
course of your professional life, you will find yourself as part 
of a team. Sometimes you’ll form the team and other times 
you’ll be placed within one. Occasionally, your team will ac-
tually be a coalition. A coalition is a group of people or orga-
nizations who come together to reach a common goal— even 
if that goal is not the central or primary goal to each group. 
For instance, your internal team at work might consist of col-
leagues, all of whom essentially do the same thing and have 
the same primary goal. A coalition at work might consist of 
all the companies who rent space in your building who have 
come together to talk to the building management about fix-
ing the elevators. It isn’t really the primary reason any of you 
are actually in the building, but it’s something you all have in 
common and want to work on solving together.

Coming together to work in coalition— whether it’s to fix 
the elevators or change the world— has its own share of ben-
efits and challenges. The benefits almost always outweigh the 
challenges. Power and hope fuels a unique energy when we 
work in the company of others to create enduring change. The 

Working Together 
toward Hope
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more diverse the group is, the more inspired we can become 
around a common belief. How you get along with others and 
work well in a coalition has everything to do with the lessons 
introduced throughout this book: harnessing your anger to 
fuel the big-picture struggle, building common ground, put-
ting aside differences and finding common humanity, listening 
mindfully, appreciating diversity, and recognizing your unique 
value to the group. How you present yourself as well as your 
ability to compromise and contribute to the coalition team is 
equally important, as these abilities will help you navigate your 
way through relationships and up the professional ladder.

Wor king with Unlik ely A llies

The first step is to identify what you require to reach your 
goals. There will be times when the talent pool you are work-
ing with is not enough to get the job done. You might need 
specialized knowledge, skills, or resources. This is where the 
strategic work of building coalition begins. Coalitions of like-
minded people or organizations put in place to make social 
change or take on big issues and challenges are easy to iden-
tify and assemble. Yet even these types of coalitions are more 
complex than they may seem. There will always be differences 
of thought and individual priorities among the ranks, even 
when you are working toward a clearly stated common goal.

It’s important to remember that coalition work can be 
successful despite a diversity of opinion; teams may come to 
coalition work representing very different ideas about how to 
get to the same goal. What ends up uniting the group and cre-
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ating a unique energy isn’t just the shared goal but the shared 
anger. Figuring out how to tap into that common passion and 
reminding people of that shared frustration is a good way to 
keep the work on track and find common ground with one an-
other when it seems difficult. In the fight for LGBT equality, 
every issue we took on was aided by the formation of a coa-
lition. Some elements of the coalition consisted of the many 
LGBT organizations and individuals whose purpose was to 
fight for that issue. For instance, in the fight to repeal Don’t 
Ask, Don’t Tell, there were many LGBT organizations whose 
principle priority was just that. Yet during the fight to pass the 
hate crimes legislation, the coalition was incredibly diverse, 
including the Anti-Defamation League, the ACLU, and many 
labor unions as well as corporations. In the fight for marriage 
equality, there wasn’t just one coalition but a number of them, 
each with a different focus. For example, there was a coalition 
of big corporations that supported marriage equality as well 
as a coalition of religious leaders who supported our views.

While a more homogenous coalition can be effective, the 
real power and success can come by aligning unconventional 
allies. When people who normally don’t come together decide 
to stand united around an issue they all have in common and 
feel strongly about, united in shared anger, it sends a power-
ful message to others as that coalition brings together diverse 
skills, contacts, relationships, and points of view about how 
best to reach the common goal. The power comes from the 
sheer number of people willing to get behind the issue, partic-
ularly if the outside world doesn’t typically think these partic-
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ular groups would work together. The coalition in and of itself 
sends a united message: “Look how important this issue is. 
These varied and diverse groups of people are willing to come 
together.” That’s the tactical power of a coalition.

A coalition of unlikely allies makes a stronger statement. 
Other people will take notice, whereas before they might 
have taken your message for granted. LGBT activists talking 
about the importance of marriage equality? Of course, they’re 
talking about that. Yet when they are joined by a group of 
religious leaders espousing same-sex marriage and a bunch 
of otherwise conservative CEOs, you now have something 
far more interesting that catches people’s attention. For ex-
ample, let’s say your state wants to build a new highway that 
will run through the middle of town. The community leaders 
rally to stop this measure. They bring together all of the local 
environmental groups to form a coalition. While each group 
is opposed to the expansion of the highway, they all have 
other priorities. Some care about the forests, others about the 
birds, and others primarily about the water. This coalition 
is built around what would be considered as the most likely 
allies. However, when you ask the small business chamber of 
commerce to join, who generally never agree with what the 
environmentalists want, now you are able to take a message 
of solidarity to the state government: “Take notice, because 
although we don’t agree on much of anything, we all agree 
that you shouldn’t build this highway.” The coalition unites 
around the shared issue in a big and powerful way— in an or-
ganized way the local community hasn’t seen before.
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The Thr ee-Pronged Approach to 
Building Coa lition

There are three concepts you need to be mindful of when 
working in coalition. The first is to be open to a diverse group 
of potential partners, then let go of preconceived notions 
about the individual agendas of these groups. For example, 
many in the LGBT community were unaware that many 
labor unions across the country have a social justice agenda 
and LGBT equality is a part of their mission. In fact, the big-
gest labor union in the United States, the Service Employees 
International Union, has been one of the largest contributors 
to the fight for LGBT equality.

The same is true in both personal and professional set-
tings: evaluate all the potential players, then be creative and 
resourceful in trying to build the biggest and most powerful 
group possible. Their commitment to your cause might not 
initially be obvious, but if they are interested in joining, 
they will have their reasons. Do your homework, do your 
research, and be incredibly resourceful and thoughtful about 
why somebody should be in your coalition. Then be equally 
resourceful and compelling about selling them on the idea of 
being in your coalition. Don’t leave anyone out because you 
think they won’t be receptive to your cause. In the same way 
your boss can’t read your mind about what you really want 
(you have to make the case to her in terms of how she benefits 
by giving you what you want), you may have to help a poten-
tial coalition partner understand why and how they might 
benefit by joining your cause.
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There will be times when people are unwilling to join 
your coalition. Before you move onto the next target, see if 
you can find out why they were reluctant to join forces. The 
answer will either help you clarify your ask or help you be 
more strategic as you move on to your next target. Often in 
coalition building, you are asking someone to join your cause 
to achieve a goal that may not be central to their set of goals, 
so laying out the benefit can be complicated. In the case of 
the hate crimes coalition, HRC was interested in protecting 
LGBT Americans from hate-based violence. Some in our co-
alition didn’t specifically focus on LGBT issues but did work 
to protect other marginalized groups from violence. The time 
they spent with us in front of elected officials was helpful to 
us— and ultimately helpful to them as they would be going 
back in the future to advance their own issues. In some cases, 
we reminded potential coalition partners that their own 
members (or employees or customers) would simply view 
them more favorably if they were able to say that they were 
championing our cause. In other words, joining a coalition 
might just be good for their bottom line. If you find that your 
proposition was not enticing or clear enough, go back to the 
drawing board and be creative.

The second concept to be mindful of when working in 
coalition is to acknowledge the transactional nature of co-
alition work. As you build coalition, you have a moral obli-
gation to lend your support to your new allies at some point 
in the future. In the LGBT movement we’re enthusiastically 
self-described as having adopted the mantle of the civil rights 
movement. The imagery and the terminology have been very 
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helpful to us, and we strongly believe that LGBT rights are 
civil rights. Yet we were not prepared for the reaction from 
many in the African American community who initially took 
offense at the way they felt we had co-opted this important 
language. As I’ve mentioned, many civil rights leaders have 
been our greatest advocates in stepping up and making the 
case that LGBT rights are civil rights and indeed human 
rights, although the LGBT community had not historically 
been a supportive part of their coalition. In fairness, that was 
partially due to how relatively recently most LGBT organiza-
tions formed. HRC simply didn’t exist in the 1960s. Although 
early LGBT activists worked for civil rights during that time, 
it’s unclear whether the African American community would 
have wanted us to be a part of their movement then. After 
adopting their mantle, we demonstrated common ground in 
our shared experiences of discrimination and violence. We 
supported organizations such as the Leadership Conference 
on Civil Rights and the NAACP. Eventually we succeeded 
in bringing them into our coalition, and we have benefitted 
greatly from having so many of the pioneering civil rights 
leaders stand with us over the past few years.

Don’t confuse building a coalition with getting a bunch of 
your friends to help you move on a Saturday afternoon. Given 
the choice, I’m sure none of us would help a friend move, but 
we do it because we are friends. The power of friendship is a 
very different undertaking than building a coalition, yet peo-
ple confuse that all the time. This is not to say that you won’t 
make lifelong friends with your coalition partners, but keep 
in mind the delicate balance that holds the group together. 
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Understand this transactional dynamic if and when disagree-
ments arise.

The third concept to be mindful of when working in co-
alition is identifying a power structure among the different 
organizations when you are coming together around a central 
issue. Simply put, someone needs to be in charge, and it is 
usually the person or group who is the biggest in every sense 
of the word. Often, the person or organization in charge of the 
coalition has the biggest budget, represents the largest con-
stituency, has the greatest number of personal connections, 
has the most to gain, has the most knowledge about the issue, 
and has the best plan. Ideally we should all selflessly work 
together toward the greater good, but this rarely happens in 
the world of fighting for enduring social change, and it doesn’t 
happen naturally at work either. Sometimes, more than one 
person wants to be the leader. In such cases, you can wres-
tle the mantle of leadership by convincing others that your 
point of view is going to win. If you think you have the best 
plan to achieve the goal or solve the problem, you should be 
in charge, right?

Well, guess what: everyone thinks that they have the best 
plan— and almost everyone thinks they should be in charge. 
Even if everyone agrees that you have the best plan, you are 
still going to be competing with the person who has the most 
money or the biggest army of supporters. So having the best 
plan isn’t enough to propel you to leadership status. You also 
need the support of others in the coalition. The person with 
the better plan for achieving success and the ability to bring 
everyone around to that plan ends up being the leader if and 
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only if everyone else decides so as well. There are many short-
cuts you can try on the road to leadership— being the loudest, 
the most aggressive, or the fastest to run down the hall to your 
boss’s office. But at the end of the day, your ideas and your 
ability to convince others that your idea is the best will lift you 
to the top. If you feel strongly that you have the winning strat-
egy, preempt the conversation about leadership by being the 
first to put your ideas forward. Amazingly enough, sometimes 
the first idea is seen as the strongest idea.

Identifying a leader is more difficult when you are building 
coalition between like-minded individuals or organizations. 
For example, once the many separate LGBT rights groups 
banded together to try to repeal Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell, each of 
the different leaders wanted to control the campaign and the 
agenda. Some advocated that we be more aggressive on Capi-
tol Hill; others said that we should be more critical of President 
Obama or that we should deal differently with the military 
leadership. Yet at HRC we had the biggest budget devoted to 
the campaign, the largest army of volunteers, and the closest 
working relationship with the White House. Although many 
in the coalition didn’t like it, it was clear that HRC would lead 
the strategy and chart the legislative course. This position 
didn’t make us the most popular, but we drove the agenda, put 
our impressive army of volunteers to work, and spent what we 
said we would spend. Luckily, our strategy proved successful. 
When you have a group of unlikely allies, the person leading 
the group most closely related to the issue at hand should be 
the leader. In the case of our fight for marriage equality, the 
coalition included the business community, organized labor, 
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environmentalists, civil rights activists, and women’s groups. 
All of these allies were integral, but everyone understood that 
this was predominantly an LGBT issue and subsequently the 
LGBT organizations were in charge and set the agenda.

In each type of coalition, HRC leadership role was the 
same. We were responsible for both strategy and motivation 
and with keeping all of our allies engaged in the fight. I un-
derstood that ultimately our passion and complete unwill-
ingness to let the issue die would serve as the benchmark for 
how committed others would be. Being in charge also brings 
with it a great deal of responsibility for how engaged other 
coalition members will be. When you fail, by the way, you’ll 
be surprised how quickly reluctant coalition members will be 
to acknowledge to the rest of the world that you’re in charge. 
Before the real work of the coalition begins, it’s important to 
identify the rest of the players’ roles beyond that of the leader. 
This will be a conversation about responsibilities and expec-
tations, and how each group or individual can contribute with 
their unique value proposition (what they bring to the table in 
terms of expertise, finances, volunteers, and so on).

A New R ainbow Coa lition

One of the most successful coalitions during my time at HRC 
was the one formed to pass the Matthew Shepard and James 
Byrd Jr. Hate Crimes Prevention Act (HCPA). Because the 
legislation was adding LGBT people to the ranks of other 
protected classes, it was important that leaders of many of 
those groups already protected stand with us. Those who 
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had fought to protect women and children, people of color, 
and those who had been persecuted for their religious beliefs 
needed to be part of this coalition as well as those who had 
fought to protect the rights of workers, senior citizens, and 
anyone else in the United States who had felt the threat of vio-
lence simply because of who they were or what they believed. 
Along with creating a diverse coalition, we needed one that 
was large enough to achieve our goals. The more people you 
bring to the table in your coalition, the more influence you 
have. Many groups came together to pass the hate crimes bill, 
including the National Education Association, the NAACP, 
HRC, and the Anti-Defamation League.

Some of these groups were already members of the Leader-
ship Conference on Civil and Human Rights— an incredibly 
powerful coalition of nearly two hundred organizations, orig-
inally founded in 1950 as the Leadership Conference on Civil 
Rights, to promote and protect the civil and human rights of 
all Americans. The leader of that organization is a real hero of 
mine named Wade Henderson. He not only understood the 
power of coalition, he devoted the resources of his coalition 
to the work of passing meaningful hate crimes legislation. He 
and Judy Shepard understood better than anyone else I had 
the privilege to work with the importance of working in coali-
tion, selflessly setting your own priorities aside for something 
bigger. On Capitol Hill, some of the newer members of Con-
gress we lobbied saw Wade and me as unlikely allies. They had, 
perhaps, been visited by civil and human rights leaders and, in 
some instances, visited separately by LGBT leaders from D.C. 
and their home districts. But civil rights leaders, LGBT lead-
ers, labor and corporate leaders all coming together to discuss 
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LGBT issues from their own point of view gave these mem-
bers of Congress the political cover they were looking for or 
the language they felt they needed to voice their support back 
home in their districts. The power of these coalitions helped 
us to get the HCPA passed. And further victories were always 
the result of expanding this powerful coalition.  

R eplacing A nger with Hope

After running the largest LGBT civil rights organization for 
almost a decade, and experiencing as much success as we had, 
it was no surprise that other lobbying groups and agents of 
change reached out to HRC for help. Since my tenure, HRC 
has become the model other organizations have looked to-
ward to create enduring social and legislative change in this 
country. The immigrants’ rights community, reproductive 
rights groups, the gun control lobby, and others have invited 
me to work with their leaders, and I’ve shared the same strat-
egies outlined throughout this book. I strongly believe that if 
these principles worked for HRC and the LGBT community, 
they can work for any constituency or individual.

Yet when I read the news, I find myself asking, Why can’t 
these guys get it right? Why isn’t the gun control lobby taking 
a long view and effectively building a movement? Who is doing 
the work of finding common ground? If the sheer will strategy 
worked for the LGBT constituency, it should work for others. 
The reason it’s not working for other social change agents is 
that they either haven’t fully invested in it, or they are having 
trouble selling the idea of a long-term plan for building their 
movement. While there is an enormous degree of justified 
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anger in most of these fights, it seems to me that this pas-
sion isn’t being used to fuel a productive, long-term strategy. 
Instead, a hostile reaction to any one particular situation is 
channeled toward a one-off, short-term solution, like the next 
election, an upcoming legislative vote, or even prosecuting a 
particular negligent or aggressive police officer. When these 
singular efforts are successful, much of the public’s anger re-
cedes and so does the collective energy, effectively ending the 
movement. Worse, if the collective anger is channeled toward 
one goal and it fails, you’ve disappointed your constituents 
who will then have a hard time supporting your efforts in the 
future. Again, the movement is over.

HRC’s agenda was to improve the lives of LGBT Ameri-
cans first by creating a change in public opinion, so that when 
we were able to have a vote or bring a case to court, the public 
was on our side. But this took time and thoughtful prepared-
ness. Changing public opinion on marriage equality alone 
was a ten-year effort. We were able to move from one-third of 
the country being on board to two-thirds standing with us. 
We built a movement and identified the organizing principles. 
We made change wherever we could find an opportunity. 
The movement understood that we would fail as much as we 
succeeded, but that there would always be accomplishments 
(large or small) that would give people hope to stay in the 
fight. I have the same level of hope for those working in these 
other movements for change. I hope that they will continue to 
reach out and find ways to learn from the success of HRC and 
the LGBT rights movement.

These same lessons will work for individuals, whether you 
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want to make changes in your office policies or secure your 
first job. You’ve learned how to implement strategies and 
shrewdly negotiate your way into getting whatever it is that 
you want. I hope that after reading this book, you will look at 
your work environment in a whole new way. You may be able 
to spot on the micro-level many of the same situations I’ve 
faced. You will find yourself working in teams. You will find 
yourself working with leaders. You may find yourself wanting 
to be on a certain career track, maybe in the long term to be 
a leader. You will begin to discern the different motivations 
people have for creating their own goals. If you can the find 
common humanity with that person, you can make the im-
possible possible.

I hope you’ve found this advice to be both pragmatic and 
insightful. These strategies apply not only to the workplace, 
they apply to the rest of your life. In every personal or pro-
fessional interaction, you can reboot it by channeling your 
passion, finding common ground, mindfully listening, over-
coming differences, applying the sheer will strategy, skillfully 
employing compromise or sacrifice, and working together 
toward hope. These lessons will help you deal with colleagues, 
friends, and partners in a new, less hostile, more productive 
way. If you can be curious and use your anger as a gift rather 
than a curse, you will change the way you communicate, in-
teract, and engage with others. As a result, you’ll find that you 
are happier and better prepared to be a more effective change 
maker.
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