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Like Unicorns and Rainbows  
Scattered on the walls, the door and the computer monitor were posters of 
unicorns in various settings – one with its assorted cuts of meat outlined, one 
wiping rainbows off its bottom, and one giving Neil Patrick Harris a lift 
somewhere undoubtedly amazing. On the desk stood an intricate origami 
unicorn and an oversized mug with a 3D unicorn frolicking among clouds and 
rainbows.  

“The room of an eight-year-old girl?” you may be wondering. No. This was my 
office in Kandahar Province, Afghanistan when I was the unit’s Intelligence 
Officer leading a 50 person section responsible for predicting enemy activities 
along the Pakistan border. Not exactly what you were expecting is it? 

I didn’t bring any of the unicorns into my office myself. The magical unique 
creatures appeared through a piecemeal migration to my office about a month 
after I got the job. 

I learned early on in my career that I am who I am, and I wasn’t very good at 
being anyone else. I am a generally happy person who takes both work and fun 
very seriously. Work hard? Check. Aspire to high standards? Check. Enable 
things like NerfTM gun fights, choreographed music videos and highly 
competitive fly-catching games to let people blow off steam? Check check 
check! 

But when you’re a person who has been said to have “a different view of the 
world” in an environment not known for its flexibility, interesting things 
happen. For me, one of those things became a unicorn invasion. It started out 
simply enough. One of my coworkers commented that I was like “unicorns and 

�2

“I had no idea that being your authentic self could make me as rich 
as I’ve become. If I had, I’d have done it a lot earlier.” 

 - Oprah Winfrey     



rainbows,” and the next thing I knew, my office had more magical creatures 
than Harry Potter’s stomping ground. 

I loved it. It was fun. It was quirky. It was such a contrast to the seriousness of 
my work. And truth be told, I really DO like unicorns and rainbows! 

You might have several questions – likely the same questions that visitors to 
our unit had. How could it possibly work? How could people take me 
seriously? Wouldn’t it have been better had I put the kibosh on the whole 
unicorn thing and acted more, well...militant? Stern? Uniform? 

In a word, No. 

That wouldn’t have worked for me at all. I believe that embracing my authentic 
self, while operating within the cultural norms, is largely what made me 
successful. 

More than Just a Buzzword 

Authenticity is more than just a buzzword out of some self-help book designed 
to make you feel good about yourself for being a little different. It’s a vital tool 
in your career advancement arsenal. 
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“Choosing authenticity means cultivating the courage to be 
emotionally honest, to set boundaries, and to allow ourselves to 
be vulnerable; exercising the compassion that comes from 
knowing that we are all made of strength and struggle and 
connected to each other through a loving and resilient human 
spirit; nurturing the connection and sense of belonging that can 
only happen when we let go of what we are supposed to be and 
embrace who we are.” 

 - Brené Brown      



Throughout the years in my former career, I witnessed many people trying to 
play the role of who they thought they should be, over-compensating for what 
they viewed as personality shortfalls. None of these people were as successful 
as they could have been. 

The lack of congruency between their inner selves and the identity they 
projected to the world was a real detriment. 

Their subordinates and peers could see through the façades, and often only did 
the minimum amount of work required, or outright avoided them. 

While there are times where fake people do seem to get ahead, it inevitably 
bites them in the end, either through relationships with their peers or through 
the work of their subordinates. 

This Little Light of Mine Packs Quite a Punch 
I went into that job in Kandahar Province part way through the deployment, 
playing a serious game of catch-up with a section that was already burned out. 
We had several more months to go. 

The soldiers were not in the mood for yet another section leader, much less one 
who had been in a different unit during the lengthy train-up. Yet, there I was. 

I was incredibly nervous. There was no way I could play the ‘Fake it until you 
make it’ game. So I didn’t. I was open about what I didn’t know, I asked for 
help from my peers and the people who worked for me, and I was myself. And 
it worked. Our section pulled together as a team, my people supported me, and 
we were extremely successful. 

Why? 

Because being real is attractive to others. So many times people over-
compensate and act like they think they should be rather than how they truly 
are. This is a huge mistake for two reasons: (1) It’s hard work keeping up a 
facade. It’s mentally and emotionally taxing; and, (2) Eventually people sense 
that something is off, and you lose credibility. 

�4



Think about it — when is the last time you ever said to yourself, “That Sara, 
she seems kind of fake...I can’t wait to spend more time with her and help her 
on the next big project!” 

When you’re comfortable with yourself and let your true personality shine 
through, you are more confident in everything you say and do. You are happier. 
Neuroscience shows that our brains function better when we are happy (not to 
mention that studies show happier people earn higher incomes, set higher 
goals, and experience less stress). People gravitate toward you. They trust you. 
They are more willing to be open with you. 

And in turn, you are able to form stronger bonds and better teams. 
Furthermore, when people trust you, they will work harder for you, leading to 
more efficiency, productivity, and in my experience, a fun workplace. You 
don’t have to be funny, charismatic, or brilliant to achieve this. Being authentic 
carries its own magnetism. 

I would be lying if I said that being authentic has made every work situation 
ideal. 

One time I was in a job where my personality was not a good fit. I dreaded 
seeing my boss and some of my coworkers — it was a toxic environment. 
Leaving was not an option (it was the Army, after all), so I developed a core 
support group of like-minded people. Although I was still unhappy in my job, 
my group helped me to vent my frustration. They made the rough times a little 
less powerful. Those friends even created some memories that still make me 
laugh today. 

Odds are that at times personalities will clash, priorities will differ, and some 
people just won’t know how to play nicely with others. In that situation, I 
realized that even though my authentic self wasn’t a great fit for that 
environment, it did attract my sanity-saving tribe who helped me survive the 
SharknadoTM. 

Plus, I got to go home every night knowing that I was true to myself! 
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It’s a Golden Ticket, Not a Free Pass  
There is a difference between being authentic, and completely 
disregarding your workplace culture. I recommend the prior.

Regardless of whether you’re an investment banker on Wall Street or a surfer 
on the North Shore, almost every environment has a culture with norms that 
one must follow in order to excel. I say ‘almost’ because there are Mavericks 
who 

somehow defy all the rules and still dominate. However, for the rest of us, 
observing the main aspects of Corporate culture is a prudent choice. Especially 
if, for example, your office is filled with unicorns and you occasionally 
misplace the filter between your brain and mouth. 

You may be thinking that keeping your personality while staying within the 
norms sounds like a contradiction in terms. Here’s how you make it work: you 
observe, you identify the non-negotiable, and you play ball. 

For example, during the deployment with my unicorn sanctuary, I paid close 
attention to the environment. I watched what my peers did. I learned the 
different personalities and behavioral peculiarities of the major players, 
especially my boss and his boss. Most importantly, I learned what others 
expected of me by flat out asking. 

I discovered that certain things—such as lack of punctuality and disagreeing 
with certain individuals in public—were considered non-negotiable. Then I 
used that knowledge to work with the other staff members and to get my ideas 
heard. In doing so, I created a space for my personality to coexist within the 
organization. I could be unique while not threatening the organizational 
makeup. 

If it’s possible to bring your authentic self to an organization as rigid as the 
military, you can find a way to make it work in your home, workplace or 
organization. 
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The ‘Be You’ How To 
Sometimes being authentic is easier said than done. Since becoming a Coach, 
I’ve learned that quite a few people are tackling this same issue. 

Here are techniques that worked for me: 

  1     Know yourself.  
Yes, I am talking about getting to know the real you. By all means, make this 
exercise as cheesy as you’d like! 

One technique I use with my coaching clients is to do the “I am” and the “I 
want” exercises. You can do these with a partner, in front of the mirror or in a 
journal. 

Start listing out the things you are. For example, I start off with “I am a 
woman, a daughter, a wife, a mother, a Coach, a kick-butt roller derby fan,” 
and so on. As you progress, you’ll naturally go deeper until you’ve uncovered 
what’s truly important to you and the essence of what makes you unique. Then 
you do the same with the “I want” list. 

These simple, yet powerful exercises will help you identify what’s hidden 
under the layers we so often use to conceal ourselves. 

 

  2   Write your legacy. 
What do you want to be known for? What impact do you want to have on the 
world? What are your priorities? What are your non-negotiables? These are 
deep questions, and not meant to be answered in one sitting. They’ll probably 
change as you do. 

I like to answer these through a combination of meditating and journaling. 
There’s just something that happens when you put pen to paper (or finger to 
keyboard) and let the words flow. I always learn something new when I start 
writing. 
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  3   Practice the hard stuff. 
Like most people, I dislike conflict and feeling uncomfortable. Kind of 
amusing coming from someone who spent 14 years on active duty in the Army, 
no? As I became more confident in myself, I had less trouble standing up for 
what I believed in, and became more confident with being myself. However, at 
first it was extremely difficult. 

I used to be quite the people pleaser, and being authentic was not in my wheel 
house. So I practiced. I spoke up in meetings. I started saying “No” when I 
didn’t want to do something. Taking one small act a day in the direction of 
authenticity — saying what you truly think, saying no when you want to — 
will make the bigger steps easier. However, if this seems too hard, practice in 
front of your mirror. 

I cannot tell you how many conversations I practiced with my reflection. After 
you’ve done something enough times, the muscle memory makes the real thing 
a lot less intimidating. It’s like training to be an Olympian, but you get to reap 
the rewards more frequently than once every four years. 

Seize the Unicorn aka Carpe Unicorns 
Like any person who isn’t a ‘Stepford Wife,’ I’ve made my share of mistakes 
over the course of my career. But one thing I am proud of is that I learned to 
bring my real self to the table, and in doing so, became a more effective leader. 

As a reminder, I keep one Army memento on display in my home office: my 
going away present from that intelligence section. It’s a light-up glass unicorn 
statue, engraved with sweet and funny words that reminds me every day about 
the importance of being authentic. It’s a fantastic reminder about the benefits of 
being true to yourself, even when your personality doesn’t exactly fit the status 
quo. I’m so grateful that I had those experiences, and that I’ve been able to use 
what I’ve learned through my own struggles to help other people in my new 
career. 
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My hope is that you are able to use these tools to bring your authentic self to 
your workplace and your life. There are no mistakes. You are the way you are 
for a purpose. 

Putting on a façade does a disservice to you, and makes everything more 
difficult. Instead, be confident that by sharing your own version of unicorns and 
rainbows with the world, you will be happier, more successful, and more 
fulfilled. 

When it comes down to it, isn’t that what’s really important? Well, that 
and a little bit of unicorn magic. 
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A bit about the author…. 

Hi! I'm Jewell Siebert - a confidence & leadership 
expert who helps people become the best versions 
of themselves, so they have more happiness & 
success.  

I hope you enjoyed this ebook on choosing confidence in 
your life.

You can find more confidence-related goodness in my 
facebook group, Life Upgraded. 

Click here to join!
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https://www.facebook.com/groups/195792647529774/

