
 
 

 
 

Bold(her) 
Swagger – Tap into Your Personal Power 

 

Note to reader: The text below is a translation of a verbal transcript from a podcast. The translation 
was executed in a way to reflect as accurately as possible the speech of the speakers. 
 
Leslie Ehm: 
It's like shining the flashlight on the monster in the closet and going, "Oh, I see you for what you are. 
You're not truth. You're part of the human condition that keeps everybody stuck. I see you. You will 
not have me." 
 
(music) 
 
Lisa Bragg: 
And that’s what author and speaker Leslie Ehm does, she helps shine a light on whatever that thing 
is. Taking away those negative mental tapes we all play over and over and over again. She calls it 
Swagger.  
 
(music) 
 
Lisa Bragg: 
Welcome to Bold(h)er stories of and for women who standout... brought to you by BMO for Women.  
I’m Lisa Bragg.  
 
Leslie’s book, Swagger, is on several best-seller lists and she's also a swagger coach. But Leslie, 
how did you get going on your swagger path?  
 
Leslie Ehm: 
The realization for the concept of swagger came to me slowly, but then all of a sudden, as so many 
things do. You think about it and you're percolating it and all of a sudden you go, "Oh my god yes, 
concretized, I get it." And what was happening was that I was traveling the world, training all of these 
fancy, schmancy organizations, Fortune 100 companies, working with CEOs, working with new 
entrants, middle managers, the whole shebang. 
 
And we were training them on leadership skills, creativity, presentation skills. But I discovered this 
singular, fundamental human truth in the midst of all this. As I'm trying to help people trust 
themselves, be more confident, put themselves out there, all the things required for those various 
skills. And what I discovered was that at their core, people did not believe that they could reveal who 
they truly were and still find success. 
 
They didn't believe that who they were, authentically, was actually good enough to bring them the 
success that they wanted. And so all of this training that I was doing was layering these skills on top 
of what was essentially a shaky foundation. And these skills weren't going to be able to take root 
unless people started to really understand their own personal power, where it came from, what it was 
made of and how they could tap into it to achieve all of those things. 



 
 

 
 

And in moments of training where I could coax that out of them. And they would have these beautiful 
moments where they just shone. I would go, "Yes, yes, there you are. That's your swagger. I see it. I 
can see your swagger." And that's really the beginning of it. I went, I understand that concept now. 
But when I was saying swagger to them, I didn't mean the show-offy, arrogant, peacock kind of thing. 
It was swagger defined as the ability to manifest who you really are and hold onto it in the face of all 
of that psychological stuff, that's going to try and come for it, regardless of the situation or 
environment. 
 
Lisa Bragg: 
But were you born this way? What was your personal power? When you were asking people for their 
personal power, what was yours? Was this something that you found when you were 16 years old, 
when you were 25 or you were born? When did you find that you had this internal swagger that 
needed to be told to the world? 
 
Leslie Ehm: 
I came into the world kicking and screaming. If you ask my mom, she would've told you that I was 
sitting up at four months. I was walking at eight months. I was climbing on top of the refrigerator soon 
after because there was cookies there. It's all about motivation. I was always a little powerhouse. 
There are pros and cons to that. I was very difficult to quote unquote manage, which made it difficult 
for the people around me because I would not bend. I would not acquiesce. I would not listen. I would 
not again, quote unquote behave. So, I was very much my own person. 
 
I didn't really like to follow the rules. And I didn't really believe in a lot of the things that other people 
seemed to believe in conventions, norms, the rules, all of those things. It just didn't make sense to me 
from the time that is very, very little. That makes for quite a challenging life because the world doesn't 
like that. The world wants you to conform. It wants you to behave. It wants you to fit into a little box 
and I did not. And fortunately, I had an incredible mother who had my back and she kept saying, "You 
do you, Leslie, you do it the way that you do it. And you have all of this, this creativity, this passion, 
this stuff, the world deserves to see it. Just keep doing what you're doing." 
 
I was never forced to follow a conventional path. And so, I always listened to that internal voice that 
said, "Do it, try it, go there, take that risk. You could do it. Anything's possible." And as a result, I've 
lived a wild and crazy life, but it has not been easy. I don't want anyone listening to think that is just 
magic that you had. You have this personal power. The world does not make it easy for you when 
you do have a voice. It can be very, very challenging. And it explains why so many people start off 
having a voice, but over time they sublimate it, they quiet it, they lose it. 
 
Lisa Bragg: 
Our audience, they would be upset if I didn't ask some... Tell us one wild and crazy story of your 
career then, and then we'll get into some of the swagger and swagger blockers and some finding your 
voice stories. But tell us one about a wild and crazy Leslie in the past corporate life. 
 
Leslie Ehm: 
Well, there wasn't that much corporate life until much, much later. I was a musician first, I was a 
singer. And then I worked in the film industry. My music partner worked in the film industry. And so, 
he got me reading scripts. And then I became a script analyst and a script editor and a script doctor, 
just this organic kind of evolution of that skillset. 
 



 
 

 
 

And on the side, I started to develop TV concepts. Because I'd learned so much about story and 
structure, I'd always been a writer. That was one of my passions. And I figured, hey, I can try and 
craft these story ideas and then maybe pitch them and sell a TV show to somebody. I could do that. 
Sure. No problem. Swagger. So, on this one occasion, I was invited to a really big production 
company in the UK. 
 
At the time I lived in the UK where I was for 17 years and I do everything large. So, if you tell me, I 
have an opportunity to go and pitch to the guy who owns a production company, I'm going to do the 
full dog and pony. I'm going to go in with my full personality on show. And so, I pitch the story and I'm 
giving it all of my energy and all of that kind of stuff. And he looked at me and he said, "You should be 
on camera." And I said, "Oh yeah, clearly you're a genius. Of course I should be on camera." And he 
hired me and gave me a talk show. I had no idea what I was doing. It was such a terrifying 
experience. I cannot begin to even communicate how challenging it was. 
 
But here was the thing that was so crazy about it, is that they wanted me to be Jerry Springer and I 
wanted to be white Oprah. So, there was a huge disconnect there, and it was quite a miserable 
experience. And after five episodes, I quit. I said, "I don't want to do it anymore." They were trying to 
sell me to the US affiliate. I didn't want to be in the States. There were all of these things. And I 
thought I didn't have this before. And if I don't have this after, it's not going to be the end of my life. 
This does not jive with my truth and my integrity. I don't want to do it. So, I quit. And ironically, I had 
an agent because the agent had to manage this deal for me. And I ended up getting a whole bunch of 
TV shows after that. So, I ended up working on camera for about five years, totally by accident. 
 
Lisa Bragg: 
That's a good, wild one for sure. In that though, I think so many of us, as we get older, we lose our 
voice, as you mentioned. Or we get these corporate jobs or we're entrepreneurs, and we're expected 
to be a certain way. And we feel like we have to hide our personality or become vanilla, just boring. 
Everyone who loves vanilla ice cream, I'm so sorry, but we come to just be that one level flavor and 
no expectations of it anymore. And then we realize now that fitting in actually doesn't work for us. 
How do we move beyond all that? 
 
Leslie Ehm: 
Well, you have to start taking steps. I mean, you have to really start to question where that voice is 
coming from that's telling you to conform. The voice that's saying, here are the rules. Do it this way. 
This is the way you're going to succeed. This is the only path for you. You don't have choices. You 
have to track that voice back and say, where does that come from? It's not truth. It's just this 
summation of all of the voices that you have heard up to that point. 
 
All the people who didn't have courage, the people who tried to keep you safe, the people who didn't 
know that there were other options, all of those voices become a chorus in your head and it feeds into 
your insecurities. It feeds into your sense of that self-protective thing. This is the safest route for me. 
And when we allow that to happen, we can't hear our own voice so much. So the key is really to sort 
of go, where does that come from? Is that serving me, truly? And then you have to start listening to 
that little tiny voice. We all have it. That goes, "Hey, hey Lisa. Hey Lisa wouldn't it be so great if we 
could do this thing." And then the chorus comes in, it goes, "No, we can't. It's not possible. Going to 
fail. It's going to be awful. You don't have the experience. You don't have the credibility. You won't 
make money. It's going to be a disaster." 
 



 
 

 
 

"But wait, but Lisa, but maybe just maybe what if the dream." Start listening to that voice. Because 
the thing is that we all are so afraid of what might happen. That is what stops us. We're terrified of 
what could befall us, what terrible fate could befall us if we take a risk, if we put ourselves out there, if 
we reveal ourselves. And we make up these stories that make the doom so impending that we're 
paralyzed, but the truth is nothing that bad is going to happen. We all get 1,000 do overs in this life. 
We can make changes in the middle of what we're doing. We can adapt. We can pivot. We can do all 
of those things. But if we never take the first step, we are stuck. 
 
Lisa Bragg: 
We're stuck and we stay stuck. And I think that's the beauty of your book and thinking about swagger 
and moving beyond, and unleashing yourself. And you talk about blockers and things like that. Tell a 
little bit about... Because everyone's going to run out and get your book now, but tell us a little bit 
about how you help people to gain their swagger. Because I'm sure they're saying, "Oh, this sounds 
great and motivated for this second. And we're so inspired." And then what? And then they don't do 
anything. 
 
Leslie Ehm: 
Oh yeah, I know, Leslie don't play that. I am not about that. It's almost cruel to do, to inspire the heck 
out of people. It's like shaking up a bottle of soft drink, of soda pop and then holding your thumb over 
the top of the bottle and just pushing back against the bubbles. We don't want to do that. So, because 
I come from a training background, the book really is a how to, it's your Sherpa. It's your guide. It's 
also your tough mother love, your kick in the pants, all of that stuff. But it very much walks you 
through the process of, okay, how do I do this step by step? So, I wouldn't want anyone to think that 
all I'm going to do is inspire them. Although I don't have a hate on for inspiration. Inspiration's all good 
too. 
 
Lisa Bragg: 
It's very inspiring. It's very inspiring. 
 
Leslie Ehm: 
What I've identified are the five kind of fundamental human conditions that are going to stop our 
swagger from being released into the world. And once we understand what's stopping us, it becomes 
so much easier to use the stuff that we have to permeate them. Because once we... It's like shining 
the flashlight on the monster in the closet and going, "Oh, I see you for what you are. You're not truth. 
You're not [inaudible 00:12:35] everything. You're part of the human condition that keeps everybody 
stuck. I see you. You will not have me." That kind of thing. And each of these blockers is very much 
connected and each one reinforces the next one. So, when you start to break them down, understand 
them and break them down, they become kind of permeable and your swagger can kind of move in 
and out of them. 
 
And yes, they will always be there, because we are human and we need to have checks and 
balances and stuff, but we're not going to be paralyzed. So, I'll take you through them really quickly 
without... I want go to a huge amount of detail. So, imagine the real us on the inside screaming to get 
out, "Let me out." 
 
And then we have these five sort of concentric circles that radiate out from the middle of us. The 
circle that's closest to the world and furthest away from us is persona. It's that voice that says, I got to 
walk, talk, act, do, speak a certain way in order for me to be taken seriously in this world, in order for 
me to be accepted, in order for me to have credibility. And we fall into that, we assimilate into the 



 
 

 
 

corporate borg. We try and follow all kinds of rules and that is the first step to becoming so vanilla that 
nobody notices us. So we take on aspects of all the things that we see around us, externally, as 
opposed to letting what is truth about our internal stuff show itself. 
 
Next layer in is ambition. And this one gets a lot of people because they go, "Wait ambition is a 
blocker?" You see, I am all for ambition. I'm all for success. I'm all for achieving your goals. But not 
when it comes at the cost of your authenticity. Ambition has a way of changing us for the reasons I 
just described in persona. We think that if we take on all of the external mores of what a successful 
person looks like, and we behave in ways that are going to get us to the top, that's how we're going to 
find success. The problem with that kind of pure ambition is we're so busy looking upwards to the 
next run of the ladder we don't look inwards. 
 
And we sure as heck don't look down to our followers, the people who need us to lead them and 
support them and grow them because we're so fixated on our own journey upwards. And that's when 
ambition is going to bite you in the butt, because whoever you become in that process of climbing that 
ladder, that's who you're stuck with being when you get to the top. And it's not a fun life to be stuck 
with that persona that you've built up. And now you're even more trapped because you feel like you 
can never show the world who you really are because then you would shatter the illusion. It's a 
terrible thing to do. So we now have ambition reinforcing persona. Next layer in is insecurity. It's that 
voice in your head that goes, "What if, what if, what if, what if I don't walk and talk and behave and act 
a certain way? What if I don't succeed? What, what, what, what." 
 
And insecurity has no answers. It only has the what ifs. So it's like keeping your psyche in the spin 
dryer, because it just goes around and around and around. And it's all of those that chorus of external 
voices, it's all the inner critic. It's the imposter syndrome. All of those things that will continue to 
reinforce the little messages that you've heard along the way, about you're not good enough and 
you're not smart enough. And you're not this enough or that enough. The thing about insecurity that is 
so challenging is that because there are no answers, we do get stuck in it. Because we can't see our 
way out. And insecurity is one of the big drivers for ambition, because we tell ourselves that if we get 
the recognition, the validation, the title, our insecurity is going to go away. 
 
Hello, news flash no, it won't. In fact it gets worse, because now we feel like greater expectations and 
so on, so forth. So insecurity reinforcing ambition, reinforcing persona. Next layer in is fear. Fear is 
the answer to the what if. What if I don't walk, talk... Oh, brain's going to tell you bad things are going 
to happen. Bad, terrible, awful, horrible things. 
 
And your brain is designed to do that. It's designed to protect you from bad, terrible, awful things. The 
problem with fear is that your brain can't differentiate between a tiger is going to eat me fear and my 
boss might give me the side eye, fear. So it just goes into full panic mode. And your whole prime 
system is activated whenever you're faced with something. And so the thought of speaking your truth, 
the thought of showing the world who you are, you go, "Oh, no, no, no, no, bad things are going to 
happen. I couldn't possibly, because of all the things that I've heard about myself before." Fear 
reinforcing insecurity, reinforcing ambition, reinforcing persona. 
 
Last blocker in is the big one. It's the castle gates. It's the moat. It's the scar tissue. Last blocker is 
pain. Because pain is proof. Pain says, "Oh, oh, oh, oh, I tried that one time. It did not go well. It hurt 
like a you know what. And I am not going back there again." And the thing that we forget about pain is 
first of all, we may have felt pain in the past, but we survived it. The second thing is that pain does not 



 
 

 
 

have context. So pain will assume that the situation is exactly the same right now, as it was the first 
time we experienced this pain that we're so afraid of. We forget that we are 5, 10, 20, 25 years older. 
We are wiser. We are more experienced. We are braver. We are more supported. We are more 
capable. We forget that all of these things have changed for us and we can withstand, or maybe not 
even feel the pain that we're so afraid of. But again, we go into that paralysis mode because who 
wants to walk towards what they assume is going to be painful. And pain is not as big a deal as we 
think it is. But again, we're designed to avoid it. So, these blockers all connect to each other and 
there's the real us on the inside screaming to get out. Having to navigate, negotiate its way through 
each of these blockers. And each one will take its piece, each one. 
 
(Music)  
 
Lisa Bragg: 
So, Leslie, I think you and I have the same view on the word confidence. It's not, not a great word, is 
it? 
 
Leslie Ehm: 
Well, the problem with the word confidence is that people think that it is nirvana. If I can reach the 
place of confidence, everything is going to be perfect. That to me, it's the golden chalice. It's what 
everyone's telling me I need to do. "You need to be more confident. You need to come across as 
more confident." All of that kind of stuff. And what happens is it forces us into this, fake it till you make 
it kind of mentality, which is the worst thing we can do to ourselves in the world. Because you cannot 
fake confidence. 
 
It is not possible to fake confidence. The only way to achieve legitimate confidence, which is what we 
all really want, is as a result of legitimate competence. Only by doing something over and over and 
over again, enough times that we prove to our highly resistant brains that we fundamentally know 
what we're talking about, or we know what we're doing, and you could throw us into a variety of 
situations and we'd be like "Yeah, that's pretty good. I got this. I'm not going to drown. I'm going to be 
able to do this job, handle this situation." Whatever it is, that is where confidence comes from. 
And the beautiful thing is when you get to that place of confidence, as a result of competence, it's 
unshakable. Because people can tell you don't know what you're doing. And you're like "Yeah, I do 
actually. Because I have a whole history of experience and whatever. So, you can question me, but I 
know the level of my competency." The problem that we have is that we really struggle to own where 
we are in our journey, the place that we are right now, we all tell ourselves that somehow we should 
be further along. We should be more experienced. We should be more capable, we should be more 
adept, more credible. And the truth is we are all of those things more so than we were two years ago, 
which is exactly where we should be right now. 
 
And in 2, 3, 4 years from now, we will be even more competent and credible and amazing and 
confident all of those things. But there is no shame in the fact that where we are right now is a key 
part of our journey. We have to own the fact that we got here and we are going to move forward. 
Instead of always trying to pretend that we're better, further along, more experienced, more all of that 
stuff, because that's where the imposter syndrome lives. 
 
Because when we do the fake it till you make it, we're faking it. And when we're faking it, there's a 
really good chance that someone will call us out and say, "Hey, wait a second. Do you actually know 
what you're talking about?" And then, oh my God, that's our worst nightmare come true. It's the worst 



 
 

 
 

thing. And another problem with fake it till you make it, is that it takes away the greatest sort of key to 
success that you have. 
 
And that's the ability to ask for help. Because when you're in that fake it till you make it mode, you're 
running around telling everybody, "Oh, I got it. I'm on it. I'm all together. No problem. Yes. Just 
everything is perfect." When you're like the Swan. You're like smooth on the top and the feet are 
going underneath and you are unable to now turn around and say to somebody, "Actually, I am 
lacking in some competency. Might you help me out here?" Because now you're proving yourself for 
having faked it in the first place. So, it's a self-fulfilling prophecy, it's something we do to ourselves. 
 
Lisa Bragg: 
I love the image of the Swan. So perfect on top and then just paddling like mad below the surface. 
And that doesn't give us the opportunity like you said, to take the mantle off, take it all off, stop 
leaning in and just say, "What do I really need?" and put it out there to the world and ask other people 
for help. I think that we're so afraid, especially as women to ask for help. We don't want to look weak 
and we don't want to cry, and we don't want to do so many things that actually are part of emotional 
intelligence that are going to help lead the next 100,000 or 1000 years ahead. We need these things 
for this population. 
 
Leslie Ehm: 
We wait way too long to ask for help. We wait until we're desperate, until we feel like we're failing, 
until we feel like we're drowning, no ask for help long before you need it. Go to the incredibly brilliant, 
capable, experienced people around you and say to them with great respect, "Hey, I think you're a 
badass. I think you're amazing. And would you be so kind as to let me sit at your feet and learn the 
things that so that I can be better, that I can grow? And I would be incredibly grateful for that. And 
what would you like from me in return?" And then get the information you need before you need it. 
Because that's part of the shame thing. It's that when we equate asking for help with failing. 
 
Well, that's how we grow. It's how we learn. It's how we evolve. And if we change the way that we see 
that process, then it changes everything. One of the things that I learned in my life was that I was 
uniquely unqualified for every job, every career, every opportunity I ever had. Uniquely unqualified. 
And I loved that. I owned it. 
 
Because I could put my hand up and go, "I have no idea what I'm doing, but I'm going to try." And I 
would say it out loud from the word go. So, I never felt like I had to fake anything. I just went, "Hey, 
you guys came to me and said, you wanted me to do this thing or you brought me in, or you said that 
I should interview for this or all that kind of thing. I'm going to tell you the truth, but I'm also going to 
tell you why I would be an amazing asset in this situation or why I could bring something great to the 
party." I call that the resume of awesome. It's all of those transfer of skills. And to know that about 
ourselves. And then you don't have to fake it. It's a beautiful thing. 
 
Lisa Bragg: 
It's a beautiful thing. I love how in your book, you put in so many personal stories, but you also have 
all these great characters that you've met through your years of everything that you've done. Is there 
one person in the book that really is... We're not supposed to have favorites when we have children 
and these people are like your children in the book. But is there a favorite story that you'd like to 
share with us. 
 
 



 
 

 
 

Leslie Ehm: 
This is from the beginning of the book and it's the story that I love to tell the most. And often I cry 
when I tell the story, because it was such an incredible moment for everyone who experienced it. I 
was working with a financial services organization and I had a group of senior executives, happened 
to be all male, this group. And we were doing presentation skills. Now, they really didn't know what 
was about to hit them. There was this little feisty woman at the front of the room and all of these 
gentlemen milling about. And the way that I run these sessions is I get people up one by one to pull a 
little talking strip out of a hat and to use it as just a leaping off place for a story. 
 
And I want them to tell a story and I watch them and I'm watching for all kinds of interesting nuances 
and so on and so forth. And then I'll give them feedback after. So, I do what I always do, which is to 
kick off the group by saying, "Okay, who wants to go first?" And everyone looked to their left, looked 
to their right. Nobody wanted to go first, "Come on, guys. Somebody go first." Eventually this guy puts 
up his hand. He says, "Okay, I'll go." Comes up to the front of the room, introduces himself as Tony. 
Said, "All right, Tony, pull a little strip out of the hat and then tell the story, off you go." And I'm going 
to make some notes. Tony goes, "All right, got it." 
 
So he in his suit jacket and his trousers, and his salt and pepper hair, he struts up to the front of the 
room, pulls the strip. And I swear to you within three seconds, he went from being just a regular guy 
to this good time Charlie. His fingers were like pistols. He's strutting back and forth in front of the 
room like a rooster. I mean, it was like, what? While he's talking, waving his hands around. I watched 
him in abject horror for about 30 seconds until I went, "Tony, Tony, what are you doing?" Said "I'm 
telling a story. I'm working the room." I said, look, "Tony, let me tell you what I see when I look at you. 
You're the guy who has the cottage next to me. It's 5:00 in the morning. I go out to go fishing, 
because I actually do like to fish and my boat won't start. I know I can go over to your place. Knock on 
your door at 5:00 AM. You're going to come out in your t-shirt and your boxers. And you're not only 
going to help me start my boat, but you might drink a beer and come fishing with me at the same 
time." 
 
His mouth hung open. He said, "How could you tell that from what I did?" I said, "Tony, I could tell 
despite everything that you did. You were so busy hiding everything that you were that I looked for 
that. I said, but you need to drop that front. Drop it because this is not who you are. I'm going to give 
you an opportunity to tell another story. I want you to talk about something that's really important to 
you. I'm going to give you a count in, are you ready to go?" 
 
He's like, "Oh yeah. Okay. I can do it." I said, "Three, two, one go." Tony's mouth opened like a fish a 
few times. And then he looked straight ahead and he said, "My mother, my mother..." And then this 
guttural sob wrenched out of him. He clamped his hand over his mouth. He looked so incredibly 
shocked and turned his back to the audience. And I said, "Tony, keep going, keep going." 
So, he turned around again and he said, "My mother..." And started to talk about his little Italian 
mother who had brought him and his brothers over to Canada when they were very little. And how 
she had fought and scraped and protected them and nurtured them with all the strength that she had. 
And grown them into these incredible men, he and his brothers. And as he's telling the story, tears 
are streaming down his face. He keeps having to turn his back. 
 
People are getting up from the audience to go and pat him on the back and hug him. And I keep 
saying, "Keep going, Tony, keep going." And as he finishes his story, he reveals that his mother had 
recently passed away. And ever since she had died, he had lost his sense of himself as a man. His 
identity was so entwined with the identity that she'd helped him to build. And he just felt incredibly 



 
 

 
 

lost. And when Tony finished his story, he got this standing ovation from the room. I mean, there was 
just full blown applause. And I have tears streaming down my face as well. And I run over to Tony 
and throw my arms around him. And he puts his head in my neck and he whispers in my ear, "I don't 
know what happened. I don't know what happened." And I said, "I do. You just found your swagger." 
 
Lisa Bragg: 
That gave me chills. It absolutely gave me chills. Beautiful story. And you have so many stories in the 
book like that. I'm thinking about my audience and I'm thinking they might say, "That's okay for a man. 
But if I were to do that, what would happen next?" What do you say to that? 
 
Leslie Ehm: 
Well, I don't think that is actually true. I think in that environment, it was as hard if not in some ways 
harder for Tony. Because even though... The story that we tell ourselves as women is that, oh, if we 
cry, if we have an emotional moment, people are going to roll their eyes and go, "Oh my God, how 
typical? That's typical of women. Oh my God, whatever." And they're just going to go, "Whatever." But 
if a man does it, people are like, "What just happened?" It was an epic situation because it's 
unexpected. So I don't think it's better or worse or easier. I think it's about how you handle it and how 
you own it. When we speak our truth in this world, it breaks down everybody's defenses. We become 
the same. 
 
It transcends gender. It transcends age. It transcends sexuality, ethnicity. Our truth just shines. And 
people know when they are hearing truth. And if we spoke it more or we would be better able to 
handle it and recognize it and so on and so forth. But the thing about speaking our truth is that you 
can't just run around with your hair on fire screaming, "I must speak my truth and you must listen to 
me. And I don't care what any of you think, this is my truth." It doesn't work like that because people 
fundamentally care about themselves first. They're going to care about your truth second to their 
needs, their things, whatever. So, when you're speaking your truth, the key is to frame it in such a 
way that it's not just good for you. It's good for the other. It's good for the collective. And it's good for 
the greater good. 
 
We all have to be able to do that. Because if we can't you know what, shut up. No one wants to hear 
it. This is about you and something you need to go work out on your own, in your own way, but it is 
not for other people. There is always a way to say my speaking my truth is going to benefit you in this 
way. Listen to me as I benefit you in this way, and we can then benefit the greater good or so on and 
so forth. And we have to be really clear on that because most people won't give us the time to sift 
through it themselves. 
 
They're not interested in it. So, I think that instead of sort of falling back on those stereotypes and the 
tropes about what women can or can't do, I think it's about owning what you want to do and what you 
need to do and try and disassociate it from stereotypes and gender norms and so on, because those 
things have been perpetrated for so long. So much has changed that if we don't start to own it, we 
can't start to redefine it. We cannot blame the past for not being able to move into the future. 
 
Lisa Bragg:  
Swagger also has a financial power play. Tell us how that thinking can help us.  
 
Leslie Ehm: 
Oh, heck yeah. Here's the thing you got to say to yourself. This is what someone with swagger says, 
"I so deserve this. I deserve all that I'm going to ask for. And all that I'm going to get." When you have 



 
 

 
 

swagger, you will price yourself appropriately as a professional. You will not accept less than you are 
worth because you know what you're worth. You will not apologize for what you're worth. And when 
someone says, "Will you do this for less?" You say, "I don't think so, because this is the value in what 
I bring." You understand your value in the world. So you cannot be undercut. You cannot be taken 
advantage of. You cannot be knocked down when you have swagger. And it's just an extension of 
that sense of that strong center that you have. 
 
I learned the lesson early in my career, a couple of really good lessons about making money and 
asking for money. One was that if I didn't feel slightly nauseous about the number that I was probably 
quoting too low. And boy did I learn from that. Because the number went up and up and up and up. 
And the second thing was you cannot negotiate up. So start high, always start high, and then listen to 
what's going on, listen to the subtext of the negotiation is back and forth and make a decision, 
whether this is the right opportunity for you or not. Because you cannot come to the table unless 
you're willing to walk away. And all of those things are deeply rooted in your sense of self-worth, self-
belief and swagger. 
 
(music)  
 
Lisa Bragg: 
Leslie on Bold(h)er, we always ask these three questions. What's the boldest thing you've ever done? 
And for a swagger person, that's probably pretty bold. 
 
Leslie Ehm: 
I don't know. I've had such a wild and crazy life. It's a tossup. Can I give you two, am I allowed to give 
you two? 
 
Lisa Bragg: 
Absolutely. 
 
Leslie Ehm: 
Okay. So, I think one was making the decision to adopt children from China. That was something that 
I chose to do. It wasn't a default position. It wasn't plan B. It was plan A. Because I felt very, very 
strongly about the one child policy in China. And I wanted to make sure that these little girls who 
already existed had an opportunity to be fierce and powerful women in their own right, with all 
opportunities possible. So, I did that twice, and it's been awesome. And the second thing, probably, 
was stepping into the ring to fight my first sanctioned amateur boxing match at the age of 51 in front 
of a gathering of 900 people in black tie at a fundraising event. 
 
Lisa Bragg: 
Wow. That's an awesome one. When do you wish you were bolder? 
 
Leslie Ehm: 
I think probably with my own inner critic. With the world, I've always been incredibly bold, but 
sometimes I let that inner saboteur, that negative internal voice get the best of me. Less so as I age, 
that's one of the beautiful things about aging. But there were a lot of times in my life where I let it get 
the best of me and that affected my mental health. It affected my growth. It affected the opportunities 
that I experienced the quality of the opportunities. And I wish that I had been able to fight back a little 
better over the years. 
 



 
 

 
 

Lisa Bragg: 
And what would you say to your 20 year old self? 
 
Leslie Ehm: 
Don't ever, ever, ever stop being you. Never, ever let the world change you. 
 
(music)  
 
Lisa Bragg:  
Thanks Leslie. You’ve been listening to Bold(h)er stories of and for women who stand out. Brought to 
you by BMO for Women. I’m Lisa Bragg.  
 
I know every podcast host says it, but if you like the episode, please share it with others. Thanks for 
listening and thanks to our team at MediaFace. Talk soon.  
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