Bright Ideas in Business
from TEDWomen

Insights from

+

Bridges.
As hosts Pat Mitchell and Kelly Stoetzel pointed out at TEDWomen 2017,
sometimes we build them, sometimes we cross them and sometimes
we burn them. The goal of this conference, held in New Orleans on November
1-3, 2017, was to surface bold ideas from women and those who support them.
We heard from an entrepreneur with an idea poised to transform how we
consume power. From an architect who sees her work as being a healer. From
a 14-year-old who created a smart medical bandage that says when it needs to
be changed.
In the business world, we’re all bridgemakers of some sort. Some of us hoist
up fast-fashioned log crossings in order to bring our ideas into the world;
others work with large, well-oiled teams to build high-tech suspension bridges.
Because the Brightline Initiative is dedicated to helping leaders from all types
of organizations turn their strategic ideas into results, we were on hand at
TEDWomen, taking notes on the most actionable and inspiring ideas on the
mainstage. Here, the ones we think will help you reach new heights.
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Exercise to improve
your brain function

Neuroscientist Wendy Suzuki was
famous in her field for studying how the
human brain forms memories. “I got big
grants. I published papers,” she says. “I
could have very easily continued that
research for the rest of my career.” But she
also realized that she was miserable. She
had no social life, and she wasn’t taking
care of her body.
So, she joined a gym. “I focused my Type
A personality at going to all the exercise
classes,” she says. “What I noticed was
after every sweat-inducing activity I tried,
I had this great mood and energy boost.”
She decided to refocus her work on
studying the effects of exercise on the
brain. She found that a single workout
can lead to the immediate release of
neurotransmitters that improve focus —
and that regular exercise over time also
leads to the production of new brain cells
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in the hippocampus that improve long-term
memory. It also appears that exercise can
have protective effects — it beefs up the
physiology of the brain in the areas most
susceptible to neurodegenerative disease
and cognitive decline. “So you can think of
exercise as a super-charged 401(k) for your
brain,” says Suzuki.
Heed both lessons from this talk. No matter
how busy you get, always make time in your
schedule for exercise. And if you realize your
work is making you miserable — address
what’s missing to see if that can send you on
a more fulfilling career trajectory.

“I affect change by
speaking up first.
By being the domino.
For all the dominoes to
fall, one has to go first.”

Author Luvvie Ajayi on why she calls things
as she sees them in her books and blog posts
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Aim for systemslevel change
Small, incremental change isn’t good
enough. Many of the talks at TEDWomen
took aim at the systems underpinning the
status-quo, arguing that real change will
only come from shifting them.
Marine scientist Nancy Rabalais studies
the “Dead Zone” in the Gulf of Mexico — an
area the size of New Jersey where there
isn’t enough oxygen in the water for fish. The
problem: farmers in the Midwestern United
States grow corn and soybeans using
nitrogen and phosphorus-heavy fertilizers
that run off into the Mississippi River.
Fixing the Dead Zone means changing the
agricultural system en masse — but
Rabalais thinks it’s possible using precision
fertilizers and planting wheatgrass, whose
root system keeps the minerals in the soil.
“We can do better than this,” she says.
“We can translate the science and bridge
it to policy.”
Christy Turlington Burns thinks we can
do better on maternal care. While other
countries have been steadily improving in
getting pregnant women the care they need,
the situation is getting worse in the US, now
46th in the world in maternal mortality ratio.
“We are the only industrialized country with
a rising maternal mortality ratio,” she says.
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The systems change needed here? Letting
midwives fill in the void.
Recent high school graduates Winona
Guo and Priya Vulchi took issue with how
they were educated about race. The two
have traveled across the US, talking to
people about their experiences of racism,
and they’ve come up with an intriguing idea
for teaching racial literacy: combining the
dry facts with real experience. “We need
people’s stories and the statistics, the
people and the numbers, the personal and
the systemic,” the two say.
A number of speakers addressed the need
for system-wide criminal justice reform.
Radio documentarian Eve Abrams called
for it in the US, where people are “at the
mercy of a scary, confusing system that,
at best, sees them with indifference and at
worst, as monsters.” Deanna Van Buren
offered an intriguing potential solution: What
if we spent money on restorative justice
centers, where reconciliation and personal
betterment can take place, rather than on
jails? And Teresa Njoroge called out the
criminal justice system in Kenya, where
she was jailed after unknowingly handling
a fraudulent transaction as a banker in
2009. When she refused to pay a $10,000

INSIGHTS FROM
BRIGHTLINE
Organizational systems-level
changes are the most challenging
initiatives due to the inherent
complexity caused by the
interactions of multiple moving
parts. They are subject to entropy
and to successfully navigate this
complexity, leaders should consider
three steps:
1) Ensure there is a clear alignment
between the proposed
systems-level changes and the
organization strategy. What needs
to be changed and why must be
clearly communicated across the
organization. Proper planning
is key, however, be ready for
changes and quickly learn from
missteps along the way.
2) Assign the right people to the
right projects, and make sure
there are sufficient resources and
operational capabilities to achieve
a successful transformation.
3) Facilitate effective cooperation
and synchronization across all
areas and teams. Ensure the
priorities are clear at all levels
and there is a clearly defined
accountability with a genuine
commitment to deliver the
expected results.

bribe to have the charges dropped, “My
dignity and humanity disappeared,” she
says. Since being exonerated, she’s started
an organization, Clean Start, that looks
at factors upstream of incarceration —
inconsistent access to education, lack of
opportunities and corruption.
Because TEDWomen took place shortly
after the #MeToo movement began, putting
an end to sexual harassment was a strong
focus of the conference. Actor Justin
Baldoni offered an intriguing systems
approach — putting the onus on men to
change “toxic masculinity.” He says that
men need to stop valuing being tough-at-allcosts, embrace vulnerability, challenge
sexism when they see it, and be open to
learning from the women in their workplaces
— and lives.
And finally, several speakers set out to
dismantle the system by which we think of
ourselves versus others. Political pundit
Sally Kohn challenged the assumption
at the heart of so much division: “We all
think hate is a problem,” she says. “We
think it’s their problem, not our problem.”
Tribal attorney Tara Houska spoke about
treatment of indigenous people in the US,
and how this kind of out-grouping underlies
it. “When you aren’t viewed as real people,

it’s a lot easier to run over your rights,” she
says. Clemantine Wamariya sees the
same root-cause in the Rwandan Genocide
that upended her life at age 6, exposing her
to unthinkable violence and forcing her into
life as a refugee. “Someone in power says,
‘Those over there. They aren’t human,’”
she says.
Closing out the conference, lawyer Valarie
Kaur spoke on how it felt to be Sikh after
9/11. “Our nation’s new enemy looked like my
grandfather,” she says, describing how her
community was subjected to harassment
and violence. “Just as black people are seen
as criminals, brown people illegal, queer and
trans people immoral, indigenous people
savage, women and girls property — when
they fail to see our bodies as some mother’s
child, it becomes easier to ban us, detain us,
deport us, imprison us, sacrifice us for the
illusion of security.”
Then she offers a powerful action that can
make a difference anytime the thought
“other” crosses your mind. “It becomes an
act of will to wonder,” she says. And yet, it’s
so important to extend curiosity — because
that’s where forgiveness and common
understanding begin. An important idea to
remember no matter what industry or field
you work in.
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Have reverence
for other ways
of thinking
“I’ll be speaking to you using language, because
I can,” says cognitive scientist Lera Boroditsky.
“It’s one of those magical abilities we humans
have — we can transmit complicated thoughts to
each other.” And we can do it in 7,000 different
languages. The research is clear, says Boroditsky:
the language we speak affects how we think.
In the language Kuuk Thaayorre, spoken by an
Aboriginal tribe in Australia, they don’t use ‘left’
or ‘right,’ but describe everything in cardinal
directions — as in, “There’s an ant on your
southwest leg.” Among speakers of Aymara, an
indigenous language in the Andes, time is thought
of as moving from East to West, with the sun.
And that’s far from it — language can shape how
we think about color, gender, even responsibility
and blame.
Boroditsky calls this “linguistic diversity,” and it has
big implications in the workplace. It’s something
to keep in mind when conflict arises between
two people — or even two teams — who speak
a different native language, as there might be
subtle differences in expectation and thought. It’s
something to value when building a team, as hiring
people with different linguistic bases can unlock
entirely new ways of thinking. And it’s something
to think about in relation to yourself. As Boroditsky
says, “We have the opportunity to ask, ‘Why do I
think the way I do? How could I think differently?
What thoughts do I wish to create?”
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“What’s more important
than the device I
designed was the
attitude I took on.
Even though I was a
14-year-old working in
a garage on something
I didn’t completely
understand, I could
contribute to the field.”
Google Science Fair winner Anushka Naiknaware,
who created a bandage that optimizes healing by telling
caregivers when it needs to be changed
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Today’s grandmothers aren’t sitting
in rocking chairs with needlepoint.
They’re active and productive — a
workforce few have leveraged,
according to two talks.

Psychiatrist Dixon Chibanda lives
in Zimbabwe, where 90 percent of
those needing mental health care
for depression, anxiety and suicidal
thoughts don’t get it. The nation’s
handful of psychiatrists work in the
capital of Harare, and he wanted to
find a way to bring mental health care
to people in rural areas. “One of the
most reliable resources we have in
Africa are grandmothers,” he says.
“Grandmothers are everywhere.”
So he decided to train them in talk
therapy, and have them offer it for
free to anyone who sat down on a

“Friendship Bench” in their community.
The first group began in 2006,
and after a clinical trial, Chibanda
was stunned by their efficacy.
“Grandmothers were even more
effective at treating depression than
doctors,” he says. His vision is for this
idea to go global.
And 94-year-old restaurateur Leah
Chase also graced the TEDWomen
stage. One of New Orleans’s most
noted chefs, she and her husband
took over Dooky Chase restaurant
in 1946 and turned it into a thriving
establishment where people of
different races could gather. “Once
you got inside those doors, no one
would ever bother you.” Martin Luther
King Jr. and James Baldwin ate there.
“All the Freedom Riders, that’s where
they planned,” she says. And more
recently, she hosted Barack Obama.
Now that she’s in her 90s, Chase
has no intentions of retiring. She still
oversees the kitchen daily. “As long as
you are living, you gotta keep going,
keep trying, keep rising up. You cannot
sit down,” she says. “We changed
the course of America over a bowl of
gumbo and fried chicken. I’d like to
invite the leaders today.”

Pay attention to
grandmothers
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“In my country, there are
12 psychiatrists.
And I am one of them.”

Psychiatrist Dixon Chibanda, who’s using grandmothers as
a workforce to bridge the mental health care gap

Bright Ideas in Business • TEDWomen 2017 11

Embrace the transformative
power of entrepreneurship
Studies have shown that if you’re an
entrepreneur, your children are 1.3 to
3 times more likely to become one too.
But Steph Speirs says she didn’t learn
entrepreneurship from her father — who
owned a business, and got violent with
his family when it went under — but from
her mother, who picked up the pieces and
worked three jobs to support them after.
“There’s nothing more entrepreneurial than
the immigrant story,” says Speirs. “They
leave everything... and go out in the world
to forge a reality they can only imagine but
not yet see.”

Speirs has an unusual definition of
entrepreneurship. “Entrepreneurship
means working for the world as it should
be, not for the world as it is,” she says. “We
can use our entrepreneurial choices to chip
away at the inequality that exists because
of the birth lottery.” This is the idea at the
heart of her business, Solstice, which is

12 Bright Ideas in Business • TEDWomen2017

bringing solar power to people who can’t
afford rooftop panels by letting them buy
into neighborhood farms. And it’s an idea
that ran through several other talks at
TEDWomen too.

Lindsay Stradley spoke about her
organization, Sanergy, which makes
poop profitable. Populations in urban
slums are growing rapidly, she says,
but laying traditional sewer systems for
these areas just won’t work because
they cost so much and are built so slowly.
Sanergy is building a network of low-cost,
waterless toilets which they franchise to
schools, landowners and members of
the community who want to run them as
businesses. They keep costs down by
collecting waste and converting it into
fertilizer. They’ve found value at both ends
of their model, and it’s creating hundreds of
jobs and livelihoods in the process.
Surgeon Nadine Hachach-Haram
co-founded Proximie, which is building
technology for augmented reality surgery

unfamiliar and unusual if you invite them in.”
A neuroscientist-turned-designer, she uses
this lesson to inspire girls’ interest STEM.
Her “Beyond Curie” posters and prints
celebrate women who made contributions
in science and tech — with gorgeous design
that invites girls to learn more. And her “In
My Element” fashion line includes shirts,
dresses and accessories based on the 118
elements in the periodic table — a reminder
to girls that their interest in STEM is cool.
that allows surgeons to receive remote
assistance. This system can be deployed
in cases when a patient can’t travel to
a specialist — instead, the specialist
can coach a local surgeon through the
procedure. This could be huge in the US,
where Hachach-Haram notes we’ll need
100,000 additional surgeons by 2030 to
keep up with demand. But this could be
even more transformative in parts of the
world where surgeons are scarce — like in
Sierra Leone, where there are 10 surgeons
for a population of 6 million, and Peru,
where few doctors are able to do lifetransforming cleft lip surgeries.

So... what inequalities can your
entrepreneurial choices help chip away?

Finally, Amanda Phingbodhipakkiya
found a business lesson in the pad thai
served at her parents’ Thai restaurant.
“It’s the perfect gateway dish, opening the
door to new aromas and delights,” she
says. “People can come to embrace the
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Foster meaningful
partnerships
In Session 3, a series of dynamic
duos stepped on the stage. Artist
Hank Willis Thomas shared how
his iconic B®ANDED series built on
the photography work of his mom,
Deborah Willis. Azim Khamisa
and Ples Felix spoke on how their
unlikely friendship — forged in the
aftermath of a violent crime — led to a
powerful education nonprofit called
the Tariq Khamisa Foundation, which
is helping stop youth violence. In an
excerpt of their play, “Other Women,”
Felice Belle and Jennifer Murphy
let us into their beautiful, complex
friendship and how it has helped
them drive toward the writer’s dream.

Couple Tiffany Kagure Mugo and
Siphumeze Khundayi shared why
they started HOLAAfrica, a blog
for better discussions of sexuality.
And Joan Blades, a co-founder
of MoveOn.org, spoke alongside
former Republican operative John
Gable about how their friendship
opened their minds to new
perspectives. Their Living Room
Conversations — replicable, guided
get-togethers for people across
political divides — might just bring
civility back to political discourse
and help people escape their
filter bubbles.

INSIGHTS FROM
BRIGHTLINE
In the business world, we tend to
focus on the individual. We talk of
“going it alone,” applaud rugged selfreliance, and think of others as our
competition. But in a session hosted
by Jean Oelwang, president of Virgin
Unite, and Paralympic athlete Chris
Waddell — two accomplished people
who happen to be married — they
posted an intriguing question: what
if real success comes from building
“meaningful partnerships?” What if
it’s about identifying those people
whose ideas we can nurture — and
build on?

“I was donning my
superwoman cape in
corporate America. ...
I broke glass ceilings,
but with every one that
shattered I was left
feeling more and more
alone and less and less
like myself.”
Jean Oelwang, the president
of Virgin Unite + co-founder of Plus
Wonder, on realizing success is about
fostering relationships
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“For the first time in its
35-year history, a female
wheelchair athlete
completed the Ironman
World Championship.
It wasn’t just any
female athlete.
It was me. A paralyzed
orphan from India.”
Athlete Minda Dentler on the 140.6 mile race she
completed using only the power of her arms
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Think about “spatial justice”
“Even in this crazy age of texting and
tweeting, our stories play out in physical
space,” says architect Liz Ogbu. “All too
often we see architecture that tells the
stories of the haves rather than the
have-nots.”
Ogbu works with communities to
redevelop spaces in ways that elevate their
experiences rather than silence them.
“While I’ve spent my career as an architect,
I realize I’m also a healer,” she says. It was
an intriguing talk that surfaced the concept
of “spatial justice” — an idea that seemed
to reverberate.
John Cary, author of Design for Good,
picked up this idea. “Design is the
soundtrack we’re not fully aware is playing.
It sends subconscious messages about
how to feel,” he says. “Design has the
unique ability to dignify. It can make people
feel honored, respected and seen.” He
asked designers to stop building the beige,
windowless birthing center where he
and his wife had their first baby — and to
instead create thoughtful places that take
human experience into account.
Others spoke on space and justice too.
Isabel Wilkerson talked about the Great
Migration of African-Americans from
the South to the North from 1915 to 1970,
reframing it as a “seeking of political
asylum within their own borders.” In
staking out new spaces, young people
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gave themselves new possibility — and
ultimately changed the region they had fled.
And Asali DeVan Ecclesiastes spoke on
the Claiborne Corridor Cultural Innovation
District in New Orleans, an effort to support
black businesses in one of the oldest and
most successful neighborhoods in the
country, Treme, which was disrupted to build
an interstate in the 1960s. “We will bridge
time, we will bridge disparity and we will
bridge injustice,” she says.

And speaking of bridges, Avery Bang
shared how Bridges to Prosperity is fighting
poverty by building simple footbridges
in communities where rivers block kids’
ability to get to school safely, not to mention
farmers being able to bring their crops
to market. Each bridge built brings an
economic boost of 30% to the community,
creating $100 million in economic activity
every year.

“The glass ceiling
exists because
we put it there.”

Actor Justin Baldoni, in a blistering call for men to
take real action toward valuing and championing
the women in their workplace
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Develop ‘emotional
agility’ for a better
workplace
When we’re faced with hard circumstances,
psychologist Susan David notes that we often
deal with them rigidly. We deny, saying we’re “OK.”
We put on false smiles, knowing we’re supposed
to stay positive. We bottle. We suppress.
But David believes we all need to develop
“emotional agility.” We need to learn to look at all
emotions, even ones like stress, disappointment,
grief and regret, as valuable. When we feel an
emotion rising, David asks us to take note of it —
to not “run for the emotional exits,” but to really
explore the contours of what we’re feeling.
“Our emotions are data,” she says. When we
fully understand them, “the readiness potential
in our brain is activated, allowing us to take
concrete steps.”
Emotional agility isn’t just a nice-to-do in our
personal lives, says David. “The most agile,
resilient individuals, teams and organizations
are built on openness to human emotions,”
she says. “In my research, when I looked at
what helps people bring their best selves to
work, I found that a powerful key contributor is
individual consideration.” In other words, there
needs to be space for emotions — and for team
members to experience them differently. “When
people are allowed to feel their emotional truth,
engagement, creativity and innovation flourish in
the organization,” she says.
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“Even today, in a world
fractured by religious,
ethnic, political,
philosophical and racial
divides, even with all of
our obvious differences,
at the end of the day,
on the most
fundamental level,
we are all the same.”
Attorney Anjali Kumar on an experiment she ran
asking people what they wished for, and finding that
nearly everyone said the same three things
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Brightline Initiative™
Brightline is a non-commercial coalition of leading global organizations
dedicated to helping executives bridge the expensive and unproductive
gap between strategy design and delivery. Brightline conducts thought
leadership research and promotes best practices designed to improve
an organization’s ability to deliver on strategic intent.
Brightline will work with CXOs, specifically the Chief Strategy Officers
(CSOs), Senior VPs, and Executive Directors of large enterprises
regardless of their industry or geographic location. Any professional
who is responsible for the results or management of strategy
implementation within their organization will benefit.
Our focus
Brightline will provide organizations with three key benefits that will
improve their ability to deliver on strategic intent: Thought & Practice
Leadership, Networking and Capability Building.

Brightline.org
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