
 

 

 



 

 

The 3-Step Method Professional Women Use to 
Transform Setbacks & Self-Doubt into 
Opportunities for Leadership & Promotions 
 
If something unpleasant has recently happened in your career, my heart goes out to you. 💜 
 
As a smart, high-achieving woman, you’re used to being a success. Primed for getting things 
done. Accustomed to amazing others. Known for your expertise.  
 
So it can be super jarring when you bump into a nasty roadblock, a major speedbump, or a 
full-on crash at work.  
 
I’m guessing you’re reaching out because you’ve experienced a setback like 

● experiencing a clash or conflict with a difficult person at work 
● feeling frustrated with a project that went wonky 
● missing out on a promotion you really wanted 
● going through a re-organization that shrinks your role or makes you less visible 
● having to herd cats on a crazy initiative  
● being laid-off or fired (extra ouch)  

 
And sure, it could be some other frustrating setback. I trust you get the idea.  
 
When you’re not living up to your own image of yourself and where you want to be in your 
career, it’s quite normal for self-doubt to creep in. You might recognize that internal voice that 
says: 

● “Am I good enough?” 
● “Do I have what it takes?” 
● “Am I ever going to get promoted?” 
● “How much do I really matter around here?” 
● “Why can’t people recognize me for my talents?” 

 
I could go on and on about the ways our minds work and why we turn setbacks and self-doubt 
into all kinds of negativity that brings us down. Neuroscience can show us how it happens and 
social conditioning can give us a context for why... 
 
But you know what? I want to give you the tools to turn that around. I have a question for you:  
 

What if the setbacks you’ve experienced  
and the self-doubt you’re feeling  

are actually the secret element to elevate you  
personally & professionally? 
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The good news... 
 
Setbacks and self-doubt contain wisdom for you. When you pay attention to them -- in the way 
I’ll show you in this guide -- you access your own “rocket fuel.” You’re able to propel yourself to 
your next level of leadership -- whether you’re leading people, heading up a project, launching a 
campaign, or sharing an idea.  
 
I’m going to show you how to turn setbacks and self-doubt into an energizing, clarifying, 
motivating force.  
 
Before we jump into this self-doubt turnaround, if you’ve had a setback, or you’ve been doubting 
yourself, I want to share some comforting facts with you: 
 

1. Some degree of self-doubt is normal. Self-doubt is part of the human experience. Our 
human brains are trained to look for danger. So in low doses, that doubt keeps you safe. 
It’s how you respond to self-doubt that makes the difference between feeling anxious & 
stressed versus feeling strong & resilient.  

 
2. Self-doubt is a signal. Instead of using self-doubt to beat yourself up, you can 

recognize it much more neutrally, as information, motivation, and to support you in 
preparation and performance.  

 
3. You can transform setbacks and the resulting self-doubt into a positive force. 

That’s my intention in this guide and in my work. Please, don’t let your self-doubt last too 
long or go unchecked, because that can lead to long-term anxiety and even depression. 
Too much self-doubt can rob you of your full-potential and prevent you from pursuing 
opportunities. 

 
 
Here’s the three-step process to transform setbacks & self-doubt into opportunities for 
leadership & promotions: 

1. Tell your truth 
2. Notice what’s not working 
3. Listen to your heart 
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Step One:  Tell your truth 
You’re going to turnaround setbacks and self-doubts, and transform them into a powerful, 
positive fuel for your life and livelihood. First, you actually need to see, in writing, what’s 
bothering you.  
 
Sure, in your head, you know what’s making you nuts, driving you crazy, nudging you to 
second-guess yourself. Maybe it’s that narcissistic boss. Or that insane project. Or the client 
from hell. Or whatever it is. You’ve been mulling the situation over and over, perhaps waking up 
in the middle of the night thinking about it, ruminating on it to the point of exhaustion.  
 
As a first step, get out a pen and write out, in handwriting, what’s got you upset. Yes, move that 
pen on the paper. Don’t type. Science backs me up on this one: While it’s super low-tech, 
writing by hand increases the activities of the neurons in selected sections of your brain, giving 
you benefits similar to meditation. 
 
Write until you tire yourself out. Then write a little bit more.  
 
Put down on paper any description of what’s happening that’s triggering self-doubt. Just the act 
of writing lets you know what you think. Research shows that writing out your feelings can help 
you to sleep better, boost your immune system, elevate your self-confidence and even lead to a 
higher I.Q. (All awesome, right?) 
 
Also, a super cool thing about writing is that over time, it increases the likelihood that your 
subconscious mind can give you insights and solutions to your problems.  
 
If you’re stumped, you can write about:  What’s driving you crazy? What’s happened? What’s 
changed or shifted?  What’s utterly frustrating? What’s exasperating?  What’s horrendous? 
What’s unfair? What feelings are you feeling?  
 
Write out everything you can, on paper, like you were pouring out your heart to your best friend, 
in total confidence.  
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Step One Activity: 
The key question for you to answer here:  What’s got you upset?  
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Step Two:  Notice what’s not working 
What’s wrong, broken, or missing? 
 
OK, so now you’ve gotten down on paper what’s bothering, troubling, frustrating you, pissing 
you off, making you feel down, and things like that. 
 
Bravo! 
 
That step, alone, might bring you some relief. No need to fret if you’re still steamed or sad. 
We’ve got other helpful steps ahead.  
 
So, I’d like you to look over what you wrote in Step One. And for Step Two, make a list of all 
the things you deem to be wrong, broken, or missing about the situation you wrote 
about.  
 
For example, let’s say that just one of the things you wrote in Step One is, “My boss is a first 
class idiot. He has no idea what he’s doing. He constantly screams at me, mostly because he’s 
disorganized. And right now, there’s no senior manager above him, and it’s been that way for 
seven months now. ” 
 
Step Two is highly subjective, so what you write might be different than what I write. For me, if 
that was happening, my list might be: 
 

● To me, it’s wrong that I’m working for someone stupid 
● To me, it’s wrong for a boss to yell at his direct reports  
● In my eyes, our group is missing someone to talk with about how to deal 

with the boss 
 
So, again, for Step Two, read through Step One and make a list of all the things you find to be 
wrong, broken, or missing.  
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Step Two Activity: 
Based on Step One, make a list of all the things you deem to be wrong, broken, or missing in 
your situation.  
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Step Three:  Listen to your heart 
What’s essential to you? 
 
Your list from Step Two tells you what matters to you. You’ve created a personal manifesto, of 
sorts, to point you to your very own, unique-to-you True North.  
 
In the course of our everyday lives, we can lose track of what we care about, what we desire, 
what we’re yearning to express and create. 
 
Step Three encourages you to get clear about your signature way of being in the world, the 
essence of who you are, the talents and qualities about yourself that you wish others would see.  
 
You see, when you face setbacks and self-doubt, the reason they sting so damned badly, the 
reason you may actually feel physical pain when you think about them, is that they’re waking 
you up to what’s in opposition to your deepest principles.  
 
In this step, listen in to your heart as you read over what you wrote in Step Two, and answer the 
question, “What’s essential to you?” 
 
So, for example, in Step Two, part of what I wrote is: 
 

● To me, it’s wrong that I’m working for someone stupid 
● To me, it’s wrong for a boss to yell at his direct reports  
● In my eyes, our group is missing someone to talk with about how to deal 

with the boss 
 
In Step Three, I review those elements (I’d have more -- this is just a sampling). I put a hand on 
my heart, tune into my deeper intuition, my true spirit, and ask myself, “So, when I read that list, 
what’s essential to me? What do I care about?” Ideally, you want to word your insights in 
positive language (for example, what you do want, what you do care about -- rather than “I don’t 
want X” or “I don’t care about Y”) 
 
So, for Step Three, my personal insights from Step Two are:  
 

● I care about working for someone smarter than me, because I love to 
learn 

● I want to be the kind of manager who is always as kind as possible to 
my direct reports  

● I believe it’s important for a manager to be accountable to someone who 
will look out for his or her employees  
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Your insights could be very different -- this is subjective, and a sample. Basically, you want to 
look at what you wrote in Step Two and glean from that what matters to you, what you’re 
passionate about, what kind of world you want to see and create. 
 
Because really, all the things that are setbacks and self-doubts are signals about who you 
want to become.  
 
Sure, you can feel a self-doubt (“like I messed up that presentation, and so I’m an idiot”) and let 
it keep dragging you down.  
 
OR...you can use self-doubts and setbacks as indicators of what matters to you. They are hints, 
clues, and sometimes giant indicators of who you want to become.  
 
Do the “turnaround” on the above self-doubt. You might write, “I strive to give my best. I’m not 
perfect, but I work really hard.” 
 
So, when you face setbacks and self-doubt, if you notice that you’re beating yourself up, 
berating yourself, being hard on yourself, getting depressed, feeling low, or anything like that, 
you can always ask yourself: 
 

If this setback or self-doubt is trying to tell me something good  
about who I am meant to be or evolve into,  

what might that be?  
 

Ask your heart this question. Not your head. It’s not an intellectual question. It’s a question that 
is meant to spark your spirit, your soul, your essence.   
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Step Three Activity:  
Based on your responses in Step Two, listen to your heart and write about what’s essential to 
you, and what you care about.  
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Let’s bring it all together:  It’s time to take action 
In Step Three, you clarified what’s essential to you. You’ve clarified how you want to live and 
express yourself.  
 
In this step, you’ll bring to life the things that truly matter to you.  
 
So, let me give you an example. In Step Three, I realized what’s essential to me.  
 

● I care about working for someone smarter than me, because I love to 
learn 

● I want to be the kind of manager who is always as kind as possible to 
my direct reports  

● I believe it’s important for a manager to be accountable to someone who 
will look out for his or her employees 

 
If I really want to live a life and create a livelihood that’s in alignment with my essence, what’s 
uniquely true to me, I need to turn those cares, desires, wishes, principles, and beliefs into 
actions.  
 
What are your next steps to evolving that self you want to become?  
 
Look at what you wrote in Step Three. Then, make a list of actions you can take -- big and 
small, whatever pops to mind -- to generate life and livelihood as you want it. Then, organize 
and prioritize those actions into your own plan for elevating your leadership.  
 
To bring it all together, evolving from Step Three, my list of next steps looks like this:.  
 

● To work for someone else, I’m going to start talking to friends, alumni, ,and 
former colleagues about the kind of role I want. My plan is to have a new 
job within six months.  

● To learn, I’m going to take some classes with LinkedIn Learning. I promise 
myself I’ll explore two classes this month, and see what that sparks for 
future learning.  

● To become a manager who is as kind as possible to my direct reports, 
I’m going to practice interacting with people who I don’t necessarily like, 
and see how I can stay kind in our interactions. I’ll write in my journal 
about this experiment.   

● I’m going to ask the people I work with for feedback on how accountable I 
am.  
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Bringing it all together:  Take action 
What are your next steps?  Look at what you wrote in Step Three.  
Then, make a list of actions you can take -- big and small, whatever pops to mind -- about how 
you can create your life and livelihood as you want it.  
Next, organize and prioritize those actions into your own plan for elevating your leadership.  
And then, get into action!  
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Now what?  
 
When you start to address your setbacks and self-doubt with this process, you’ll find there’s so 
much more to consider.  
 
You’ll want to think about: 

- Who do you do you really want to become? And how can you reach your full potential in 
your career? 

- What skills, talents, and abilities are you burning to share with the world -- and how will 
you get them out there?  

- What strategies and tactics can you use to make this work situation better?  
- What support do you need to make changes within yourself and changes within your 

role?  
- How can you begin to shift your patterns of self-doubt? 
- Who can you count on to help you make the changes you desire?  

 
I support my clients to step into a fresh, inspiring vision of their leadership or promotion. I guide 
them, step-by-step, to feel stronger and more influential in their authentic leadership.  
 
As a next step, I welcome you to get in touch with me if you’d like to explore getting my support 
to: 

● Overcome the self-doubt and anxiety that’s holding you back from your greatness  
● Get relief from difficult personalities and situations at work so you can shine  
● Step into your fullest potential in your career 

 
If you’d like to chat about working together,  

email me at hello@drsusanbernstein  
or call me at (415) 508-8250 and  

we’ll set up a complimentary consultation for you.  
 
We’ll discuss what’s happening in your career and explore how coaching can support you in 
creating the changes you want. 
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About me, Dr. Susan Bernstein 
 
The quick professional version 
As an executive coach & leadership consultant since 2001, I support 
professional women to turn setbacks and self-doubt into opportunities 
for leadership and promotion..  
 
I know, first hand, what you experience when you want to be recognized and rewarded for your 
talents at work. I held demanding leadership roles at companies including Intel and Accenture. I 
support my clients with a combination of pragmatic strategic perspectives and actionable 
psychological insights. I earned an MBA at UC Berkeley’s Haas School of Business and a PhD 
in Somatic Psychology from the Santa Barbara Graduate Institute. 
 
You’ll find my thought leadership featured in publications including FastCompany, The 
Huffington Post, and Psychology Today.  
 
I’ve worked with clients such diverse backgrounds, and from Fortune 50 companies, 
international non-profits, startups, and others. What do they all have in common? They’re 
navigating challenging situations and are looking for an advisor, confidante, and thought leader 
who is dedicated to helping them bring out their greatest talents and traits.  
 
My clients work at a wide variety of organizations, including these... 
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My much more personal version of the story 

 
The major reason I’m committed to helping professional 
women who are facing self-doubt and setbacks is that I know 
the pain and frustration of feeling nervous and unsure.  
 
I grew up in a family where being anxious and worried was the 
norm. I regularly heard and internalized phrases like: 

● “What if this doesn’t work out?”  
● “I’m not sure this is good enough…”  
● “Something bad might happen…” 

 
When something good happened, we might celebrate for what 
felt like a nanosecond… 
 
Immediately followed by wondering, “Uh oh! When is the other 
shoe going to drop?” 
 

No fun, right? That kind of thinking made me pretty neurotic and self-conscious in my career. As 
a result, I drove myself really, really hard. I tolerated 80- to 100-hours a week in management 
consulting, constantly concerned about whether I was doing a good enough job.  
 
Even if someone complimented me, I would question their motives or discount their words.  
 
I never felt sufficient.  
 
In my mid-30’s, everything changed. 
 
After earning an MBA from UC Berkeley’s Haas School of Business and working as a 
healthcare strategy consultant for Accenture for five years and an online learning startup for a 
bit over a year, my safe, predictable life went topsy-turvy. 
 
 In February 2001, I split up with the husband who’d turned abusive, moved out of our mega 
mansion into a tiny apartment to regroup, helped support my mother and care for my father after 
he had a life-threatening traumatic brain injury, underwent two surgeries, and got laid off from 
the dot-com that had gone dot-bom.  
 
All those “setbacks” happened in just under five weeks.  
 
No husband, no house, no family security, no promise of good health, and no job.  
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Amazingly, instead of being freaked out, anxious, self-doubting, I felt strong. That wasn’t the 
response I’d expected, nor did family or friends, who kept asking, “Are you OK?” 
 
I realized that I had a clean slate. A fresh tableau. A blank canvas to redraw my life. 
 
When well-meaning people would ask, “So, what are you going to do now?” I kept feeling an 
urge from deep within my heart, saying, “I’m going to study psychology.” 
 
I’d always wanted to study psychology. But I was afraid, in college, to declare that as my major, 
because people told me that was a hard route for making money and that business paid more. I 
sacrificed my interest for apparent financial reward. I earned my bachelor’s degree in economics 
and marketing. And an MBA after that.  
 
My head warned me, “You need a job like management consulting or marketing, especially now 
that you’re single again.”  

 
But my heart said, “Head, you always win. 
You direct the show. And you know what? 
It’s utterly stifling. You make life safe, but 
super boring. Enough! It’s my turn. 
Everything in me, in Susan’s spirit, is 
singing for psychology. So, your job? 
Your job is to figure out how to make 
studying psychology work!” 
 

This time, my heart won. I put my head in the service of my heart. And figured out that I could 
work at the Career Center for UC Berkeley’s MBA program, advising students on their work 
while I earned my PhD. I loved helping students navigate to professional satisfaction. I was 
immediately applying the counseling skills I was learning, in combination with my business 
expertise.  
 
Fortunately for me, my PhD in mind/body psychology program 
was highly experiential. I discovered how to “take the elevator 
down” from my head into my heart and the rest of my body. For 
example, I noticed that paying attention to my feet made me 
feel stronger and more grounded. Or when I’d listen to my gut, 
I’d get intuitions. Or when I intentionally slowed down my 
breathing, I felt more relaxed and present.  
 
A few of my doctoral classmates introduced me to the magic of 
freeform dance, moving with other people to great music in 
whatever way felt nourishing. As I started doing this more and 
more, I realized that I didn’t have to “wait for the other shoe to drop” anymore.  
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Instead, I could take off my shoes and dance barefoot, and get insights and aha’s about my life 
situation that would shift my self-doubt or help me overcome setbacks. The mind is helpful for 
making change, but it’s the unison of mind and body that leads to truly meaningful change that 
feels right -- from the inside out -- in your life.  
 
It’s not that my self-doubt or setbacks have disappeared forever. That would be unrealistic, 
honestly!  
 
Instead, I began to become adept at shifting how I responded to setbacks and self-doubt. 
transform the patterns of my mind by moving my body, breathing intentionally, shifting my 
posture, or taking on a gesture.  

 
When I started sharing these types of techniques 
with my clients, they asked for more.  
 
Seems I’m not alone in the realization that often, 
when the mind is stuck, moving the body gets 
things unstuck. It goes way beyond “If you’re 
creatively stuck, go take a walk.” Yes, that can 
shift your perspective, and it’s a great technique 
for opening the mental channels.  
 

Doubt, shame, lack of confidence -- these all show up with familiar patterns in our bodies. Like 
tension in the shoulders, discomfort  in the belly, clenching in the jaw -- all of these are signs, 
giving us messages about what’s not working. Part of my expertise is in helping you not only 
listen to these messages, but to follow their deeper wisdom, in support of what truly matters to 
you. 
 
In a way, what I do is support my clients in being their best through my unique blend of MBA 
strategic business insights and PhD wisdom to reveal and repair interpersonal dynamics.  
 
These days, I’m helping mid- to senior-level professional women to transform their setbacks and 
self-doubts. I’ve worked with hundreds of emerging and established leaders since 2001. I 
thought I’d share with you a few stories of how I’ve been able to help them transform setbacks 
and self-doubt into the information and motivation to elevate their careers: 
 
If my story speaks to you, and you’d like to explore getting my support to transform your 
setbacks & self-doubt into opportunities for leadership & promotion, email me at 
hello@drsusanbernstein.com. Put “Let’s chat” in the subject line, plus a sentence or two about 
what you’d like to shift. I’ll email you back with details of how to set up your complimentary 
30-minute consultation. I’d love to connect with you.  

© Work from Within, LLC - DrSusanBernstein.com 
17 

 

mailto:hello@drsusanbernstein.com

