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The lead up to China began for me the moment I learned I was accepted into the MSOD 

program in early 2017. I set the intention of going “all in” by studying Mandarin and modern-

day China: its culture, language, politics, and business opportunities. The MSOD program’s 

emphasis on international client experiences was a key attractor for me as it aligns with my 

professional desire to work globally. Before entering the MSOD program, I already had 

experiences in the countries we would be visiting. Yes, France and Costa Rica would be fun to 

go back to, but China captured my heart from my first visit two years prior. Having the 

opportunity to go back by the end of the MSOD program made the idea even more beguiling 

and inspiring.  

My point of view at the time was rational and straightforward—i.e., to add a layer of 

worldly, cross-cultural globalism onto my current expertise and leadership style. The “patina” 

of my combined international client experiences throughout the program would enhance my 

professional credentials as a “global player.” More precisely, China was a strategic decision. 

To present myself as a multilingual and Mandarin-speaking Pepperdine MSOD graduate would 

give me a competitive advantage in opening future doors to the broader Asian market. This 

was my plan from the beginning, the plan I trusted and faithfully executed. That is, until our 

time in Lyon, when the plan imploded, and I found myself in personal malaise questioning my 

life purpose and professional goals.  

It was in France when reverberations from the intrapsychic and group dynamics work 

of the first two intensives in Pájaro unexpectedly shook loose longheld, implicit beliefs within 

myself about gender, age, and leadership style. Being confronted with my new awareness of 

these beliefs and the associated behavior patterns, I  experienced a crisis of identity and 

purpose. The catalytic moment came during an otherwise innocuous conversation over coffee 
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with my learning group consultant when I confided to him about my plan and desire to lead a 

team when we get to China. I shared how I meticulously planned for the moment and 

purposely held back other leadership opportunities so that I could have my turn in China. 

Advancing this plan would serve me well in realizing my professional goals and vision. I 

expected to get a warm and sincere confirmation from him, an enthusiastic response 

acknowledging and congratulating me on my artful, elegant plan. Instead, he expressed 

outward shock and horror. “My God, what a dangerous plan! You want to be a team lead to 

serve your own self-interest. How is this in service of the team or the client? I sense an air of 

entitlement. This would be a risky move. You might go out of control and dominate to make 

the engagement all about you. I don’t think this is a good idea.” As devastated as I was by his 

words, I knew deep down there was a kernel of truth. And since that time, I reflected a lot on 

his words, my reactions to them, what I needed to change in myself.  

All this to say that China was an opportunity for redemption, a chance to test how my 

new-and-improved self would behave given what I have learned on this MSOD journey. Could 

I handle a team lead role and not make it about me? Could I set aside my ego and create space 

for others to shine and take center stage? Could I pivot away from my plan willingly to put the 

needs of the team ahead of my own? Could I sustain this over time without retreating to my old 

self? MSOD 620 became a personal watershed, a chance to evaluate the results of a 

transformational journey.  

When our project team first met to select a team leader, I was the only one who 

expressed a desire to assume the role. The group quickly agreed to let me lead. However, I felt 

it was important and necessary to share my story with them to make sure they understood why 

it was important to me to have this opportunity and to give them the chance to reconsider and 
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select someone else instead. I needed their trust and vigilance to keep me honest if they 

observed me starting to stray. They agreed and we took steps to contract among ourselves how 

we would work together, communicate, make decisions, and raise issues.  

The moment of judgment arrived immediately after the end of the client engagement, 

when our project team, along with our learning group consultant (the same LGC whom I 

shared coffee with in Lyon), met to give each other feedback on our team experience. We first 

acknowledged how pleased the client was with the overall engagement. We felt good that we 

delivered on our promise. Then we focused our attention on ourselves as a team and took turns 

providing feedback to each other. I expressed appreciation and thanks to every member of the 

team. And, it was here, that I got to receive feedback, one by one, from each of them. I got 

emotional as each one said I did well in my team lead role. I did not go out of control or 

dominate. They believed I had their best interest at heart. The last one to speak was my LGC, 

who also acknowledged I did a great job and was proud to see how the entire team performed. 

Hearing everyone’s feedback meant more to me than I could possibly describe in a reflection 

paper. At that moment, I felt I crossed a threshold and proved to myself I could be a leader that 

could make a difference by staying focused on the needs of others and not on my own self-

interest. I am grateful I had the opportunity to reframe and redefine my role as a leader. 

Although it could be said I simply executed on my original plan, the truth is that the shift in my 

internal perspective made achieving this goal an entirely different experience, one with positive 

reverberations that will help me to reinforce this new me in future engagements. So, for that 

and much more, I say, “Xie xie, China.” And, “Thank you, MSOD.”  


