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TO TRAVEL A SUCCESSFUL JOURNEY, 
you’ve got to dig in to your baggage

Laura Dewey
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S  omewhere along the line, you hear a message about 
yourself and you believe it. The message might say 
you’re smart, dumb, attractive, ugly, helpful, 

annoying… anything. 

How long you believe that message determines just about 
every aspect of your personal and professional life. That’s 
what Leadership Coach Laura Dewey believes, anyway.

She’s not the only one. A recent Harvard Business Review 
article states that the one quality evident in virtually every 
great entrepreneur, manager, and leader, is self-awareness. It 
goes on to say that the best way to improve your effectiveness 
- whether as a mom, a wife, a waitress, a community 
organizer, or a CEO - is to become more aware of what’s 
motivating you and your decisions. 

Dewey, a corporate powerhouse turned executive coach and 
founder of The Self Leadership Lab, learned all that Harvard 
stuff the hard way. The daughter of a compulsive hoarder, she 
grew up with a gnawing embarrassment about her home’s 
appearance. This quickly transformed into self-shame so 
painful that the young teenager started drinking before she 
even entered high school. 

Alcohol didn’t stop her from working her way up the 
corporate ladder at the Bob Evans/Mimi’s Cafe restaurant 
chain. She moved from General Manager to Market Partner 
to Director of Training to Director of Operations Services. 
Always performing to prove her worth, she nevertheless 
felt separate, different, and somehow isolated from her 
colleagues and coworkers. Personal relationships were 

Founder of the Self Leadership LAB Laura Dewey, a leadership coach and trainer, addresses attendees during the “High Level Listening” 
workshop. Photo by Kait McKay Photography
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elusive as well, as Dewey never truly felt right in her  
own skin. 

The drinking escalated over the years until her coworkers 
staged an intervention. And that’s when she finally found the 
courage to look inside, discovering that her early hoarder 
shame was still eating away at her confidence. 

Dewey stopped drinking for good and embarked on a new 
personal journey. You see, she doesn’t like to repeat mistakes. 
Her recovery from alcoholism led her on a path of self-
discovery culminating in a Master’s degree 
in Spiritual Psychology. And when she least 
expected it, the finally-whole Dewey met 
her soulmate, married him, and even wrote a 
book, Shine Your Light, about it.

Today, Dewey runs the groundbreaking 
The Self Leadership Lab experiential 
training, where participants are 
encouraged to release their inner mad 
scientist to conduct fun, practical self-
discovery experiments. In workshops such 
as “Powerful Presence,” women practice 
specific skills to take ownership of what’s 
happening on the inside so they can be 
more empowered and successful on the 
outside. 

Based in Orange, California, Dewey also does 
executive and personal coaching, training and 
speaking for companies. She helps high powered executives, 
middle managers, artists, housewives, and people from all 
walks of life to find their voice and develop positive behaviors 
and habits to learn, grow, and succeed.

In our recent interview with Dewey, it became immediately 
clear that she is passionate about helping others, particularly 
women, to develop confidence and equip them with the 
tools to make better decisions. We think you’ll learn a lot from 
this interview.  

Monica: Your work with women is helping them gain a seat 
at the table.

Laura: Not every woman wants to be a corporate executive. 
Some do. I want to equip – not just empower – but actually 
equip women to make the impact that they want in whatever 
they want to do. If it's in the corporate world, super. If it's in 
their community, awesome. If it's in their own family, terrific.

The role of women, obviously, is in the news right now, and 
women are looking to make a bigger impact in their world. 

And as you know, the stats are dismal about high-level 
executives and board seats for women. In the same way, 
some women feel they don't have much of a voice in their 
family. The skills I teach are universally applicable to help 
women stand taller.

Monica: What inspires you to be a leader versus a 
follower?

Laura: I think it's in my DNA. I always moved up quickly, 
no matter what I was doing. I'm a little embarrassed to say I 

was one of those young women that didn't 
really have goals. My plan was to just do 
the best I could any given day. Guess what 
happened? Good things kept following. 
It was promotion after promotion. So I 
think there's something about me that is 
promotable. 

I am a problem solver. I like to make things 
better. But I've realized in my own life that 
I'm not a pioneer. I'm someone who takes 
something that already exists and makes 
it incredible. Sure, I had to be a pioneer in 
my own business. But as a younger woman 
I loved to look at things and troubleshoot 
them. That really lends itself to leadership, 
and I was always in a leadership role in my 
past career.

Monica: Were any of your family leaders in 
their professions?

Laura: No. I didn't have any modeling of that in my young 
life. That's why I think I'm wired this way. It seemed quite 
natural. That said, oftentimes we're not prepared. Often, 
companies promote someone because they're the best at 
what they do in their current role. But leadership requires a 
completely different skill set.

I was left - as are many young leaders - to figure it out through 
trial and error but I learned fast, and I don't like to make the 
same mistake twice. That helped me continue to grow and be 
promoted along the way. But many companies just promote 
without specific leadership training.

Monica: In addition to a certain skill set, does leadership 
require a certain mindset?

Laura: Absolutely. My work is really “inside-out” work. I help 
people navigate their complex inner world so they can be 
more successful on the outside. Mindset is a key component. 
That's where it all begins. 

Leadership is 
about creating an 

environment where 
people want to follow 
you. It's about being 

someone they can 
count on when the 

going gets tough, and 
someone who will help 

them rise. Ideally, a 
leader is someone who 
creates more leaders.
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Monica: Why do so many women lack the confidence to 
move forward and become leaders? 

Laura: There's some societal conditioning that teaches 
women not to stand out. Or maybe in their family the 
messaging was “That's not for you.” Some people  
grow up believing they can do anything and that they're 
incredible.  

We believe what we think. Much of the time it's simply not 
true. It's something we made up along the way and we’re 
still holding onto it. Personally, I wasn’t confident - but in 
business, I was. 

Everyone has messaging that they hold onto. It affects 
them throughout their lives until they become aware of 
it. One thing I do is help people become aware of their 
beliefs, and I help them question them. Everything is up for 
questioning.

Monica: Why do you think women are starting to be bolder 
in taking on leadership roles and higher-level positions in 
corporate America?

Laura: They've seen other women speak up. I believe 
women feel safer having these conversations because it's 
become more commonplace. That's usually how change 
happens. There are crusaders who open the door for those 
who may not be as courageous.

Monica: During your journey, have you encountered 
resistance from male counterparts?

Laura: I came up at a time when the restaurant industry 
was quite male-dominated. I don't know if it's unique, but I 
never thought of myself as a woman first. I thought of myself 
as a leader first. Because of that, I didn’t encounter a lot of 
resistance. I was just doing my job. 

We can have the best plan in the world, but if our inside is not 
aligned, nothing is going to happen.

Monica: What does leadership mean to you personally?

Laura: Leadership is about creating an environment where 
people want to follow you. It's about being someone they 
can count on when the going gets tough, and someone who 
will help them rise. Ideally, a leader is someone who creates 
more leaders.

Monica: How do you help women empower themselves and 
provide them with the tools they need to step into leadership 
roles?

Laura: My Self Leadership Lab series here in Orange County 
is experiential learning for professional women. It's a series of 
five events happening every other month. 

I've been coaching one-on-one and training executives within 
businesses for years. I recognized a need and thought, "Let's 
bring this to the public." So I'm providing five different topics 
in a very cool learning environment: Emotional Self Mastery, 
High Level Listening, Powerful Presence, Growth Mindset, 
and Authentic Leadership. 

Attendees engage in experiential learning during the “High Level Listening” workshop from the Self Leadership LAB.  
Photo by Kait McKay Photography
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Every day we have to get from point A to point B, from getting 
out of bed on time, to creating a career, managing our family, 
or whatever. That can either be full of stress and struggle, 
or it can be graceful - more of a straight line. The difference 
between those two ways lies in the skills of self leadership. 
What's happening inside? How am I managing myself so I can 
be more effective on the outside?

The lab part is fun and uses a three step formula for an 
exceptional life and workplace: Be highly self aware, learn 
cool new skills, and do experiments to build habits. Whatever 
I do - coaching, training, or holding these experiential 
workshops - we use these three steps. 

Self awareness is key. We can't grow if we don't know where 
we are. We need to take an accurate self assessment. 

Then there are skills that no one taught us in school, like 
emotional self mastery, how to manage the chatter in our 
mind, resilience, prioritization, and how to mitigate stress. 
So I'm all about teaching very specific skills, and you leave 
having practiced these processes and skills. 

So often, you go to a workshop or a seminar and you hear 
about something - but you don’t practice it. In mine, we 
actually try the skill. We do it, so you leave with it inside you. 
Because if it's inside you, you're much more apt to repeat it in 
the future.

Monica: Can anyone become a leader, or is leadership 
meant for a certain type of person?

Laura: Anyone can learn skills to help them be a better 
leader. If you're open, willing to learn, and willing to practice, 
you can become a leader.

Monica: Should parents encourage their daughters to 
become leaders?

Laura: In many ways, we already are leaders. We are leading 
our lives every day. The question is:  Where are we leading 
ourselves? If we're ineffective, we're leading ourselves to be 
ineffective.

Parents should let their daughters know that leadership is 
available to them - that there's nothing that holds them back 
from that. If someone does not want to pursue that, that’s 
okay. Self-leadership is about making choices that serve you. 
So if a young woman wants to be a leader, super. If not, super.

Monica: How can those who are being led help foster the 
leader’s excellence? 

Laura: Most people learn best through adversity. If 
everything's going well and the leader's always skipping 
through the daisies, they're probably not growing.

What a team can do is have challenging behaviors that 
forces the leader to step forward, honestly. Leaders grow 
exponentially by having the difficult conversations and by 
upholding standards they're uncomfortable upholding. 
That's how you challenge a leader and help them grow. If you 
want them to look good, just do the right thing all the time.
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Monica: Would you mind talking about some of the things 
that you overcame to help you build the foundation to help 
others?

Laura: I grew up being uncomfortable 
in my skin. My mother was a hoarder, so 
I had a lot of shame. When I was around 
people, I didn't feel that I belonged. To keep 
my insecure emotions in check, I started 
drinking at about 14. At first, I felt prettier. I 
felt smarter. I could talk to people without 
feeling stupid. 

I even managed to build a successful career 
while I was drinking. I’d work like crazy, 
and I'd go home and drink. I think a lot of 
women – and men, too – have a similar cycle 
of secret drinking.

Eventually that wasn't working any more. I wasn't functioning 
very well. But I was too afraid to do anything about it. I had 
no idea how to live life without alcohol. Thankfully, after an 
intervention, I got sober. That was such a gift. I have so much 
compassion now for others because I have 
been there. 

When I became sober I started to question 
everything I thought to be true about myself 
and the world. I had to do that. That's when 
I learned to accept myself, perceived faults 
and all. I learned to feel okay in my skin – and 
not just okay, but really good in my skin. I 
learned how to be close to other people, and 
I met my husband. 

Then some years later, I took that growth 
mind to continuing my education. My 
background is in spiritual psychology. That's where I learned 
the skills that I teach today. It was the most amazing program 
and it changed my life immeasurably.

Monica: How has your knowledge and work impacted other 
women?

Laura: The executives I coach have a tendency to get 
promoted. My inside-out approach helped one woman move 
from VP to CHRO (Chief Human Resources Officer) in a major 
healthcare organization. Initially, she was viewed as too 
young for the role and a bit of a hot head. But because of our 
work, those perceptions faded away, enabling her to secure 
the coveted position. 

Another woman was working in a lucrative business, but 
her heart wasn’t in it. Because of our work, she went on to 
found a thriving business that fills her soul with purpose 
every day. 

So clear thinking, creativity, productivity, 
and promotion. They're able to have 
difficult conversations. They're able to 
uphold standards more easily because once 
you understand where emotions come 
from, you know it's not you. It's the other 
person. Your job is to simply uphold the 
standard. 

One major byproduct of my work is a 
dramatic reduction in stress. Women tend to 
be really busy and stressed. Because of the 

tools I teach, that tends to abate. They have more energy to 
do what's in front of them. They have a lot more peace. They 
come from a place of value. In short, they get what they want 
faster. 

Monica: What do you love most about what you do?

Laura: What I love most is when the light 
bulb comes on and somebody says, "Oh, 
my goodness." They have an insight that 
changes everything.

I also do some pro bono work, usually with 
women in transition either from alcohol and 
drugs or economic hardship. Working with 
a group of women who had challenges with 
employment, I got a lovely LinkedIn note 
saying how much one woman enjoyed it. It's 
amazing that something so simple can be so 
life-changing.

Monica: What needs to change for women to become more 
inspired to take on leadership roles?

Laura: The environment is changing right now, and  
this is a great time to step forward. I would like to see 
women shift their mindsets because I think we limit 
ourselves. The world does some limiting, but let's not  
limit ourselves.

Monica: Your last word? 

Laura: Everything you want is so much closer than you 
think. It's true. If we just take the limitations off, we'll find that 
everything we want is so much closer. 

Anyone can learn skills 
to help them be a better 
leader. If you're open, 
willing to learn, and 

willing to practice, you 
can become a leader.

Everything you want 
is so much closer than 

you think. It's true. 
If we just take the 

limitations off, we'll 
find that everything we 
want is so much closer.
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There are seven days in a week 
and someday isn’t one of them. 
If you want results, set goals and 
start taking action today.


