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The Board Says Hello

Since 2017, the Initiative Women into Leadership
e.V. has been opening doors to new career opportu-
nities for talented women. Our unique cross-mento-
ring program has already supported almost 300 highly 
qualified talented female leaders on their path and gi-
ven them the opportunity to develop their full poten-
tial. We are particularly proud of the fact that many of 
our former mentees are now part of our community as 
successful leaders and inspiring mentors - a wonder-
ful testament to the power of cohesion and sustainable 
development.

This success would not be possible without the close, 
appreciative cooperation with our more than 40 mem-
ber companies and the passionate commitment of our 
mentors from the worlds of business, medicine, society 
and culture. Their tireless commitment and experience 
make the decisive difference - they are the key to ma-
king talents visible in a targeted manner and changing 
the leadership culture in the long term.

Especially in challenging times, it is more important 
than ever to support high-performing talents on their 
path and to shape sustainable leadership. That is why 
we would like to give you a special glimpse behind the 
scenes of our initiative: Get to know eight outstanding 
personalities from our unique community - people who 
are driving change with courage, passion and vision.

Let‘s set a visible sign for equal opportunities together.
Because we are convinced that real progress can only 
be made together - with trust, support and the convic-
tion that sustainable leadership and consistent talent 
management will shape our future.

Welcome to IWiL
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From Executive 
to Founder

Interview: Daniela Mündler

From top manager to founder of a sustainable start-
up - Daniela Mündler has turned the beauty industry 
on its head. After impressive career stages at L‘Oré-
al, LVMH and Bahlsen, she founded „samplistick“, 
a green start-up that is revolutionizing cosmetics 
purchasing with an innovative mix of sustainability 
and digitalization. In this interview, she talks about 
her journey as a manager, founder and mentor - and 
gives an insight into her vision of changing the in-
dustry and inspiring the next generation of women.
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You have had an impressive career as an executive 
and then took off as a founder in the beauty indus-
try. What inspired you to take this step?

It was actually the idea itself, not a conscious career or 
development decision. I never planned to become a 
founder - and yet I‘m at this point now. I don‘t come 
from an entrepreneurial family and it wasn‘t part of my 
previous environment. But the idea had been with me 
for a long time and during the first corona lockdown, I 
fleshed it out. Then I happened to meet someone with 
the right profession at exactly the right time who said: 
„Why don‘t you start this?“ I hadn‘t even thought about 
that before. So it was the content that drove me - not 
the form.

What experiences helped you the most when you 
founded the company?

Commercial know-how such as business plans, cash-
flow planning and industry knowledge were essential. 
Then there are soft skills, especially communication. 
Whether it‘s a pitch or a presentation in front of a com-
mittee - if you‘re used to it, you can also convince inves-
tors. Sales and marketing are ultimately also communi-
cation issues. And, of course, management experience 
helps, because you learn early on that not everything 
always goes your way. Dealing with different perspec-
tives is enormously valuable when starting a business.

Your vision is to revolutionize the beauty industry. 
What makes your approach so unique?

My solution addresses a globally relevant problem: 
every cosmetics buyer wants to be able to test pro-
ducts before buying them. I combine key trends such 
as personalization, sustainability, digitalization and 
consumer centricity in a unique concept that is chan-
ging the industry for good.

What hurdles did you have to overcome to be suc-
cessful in such a competitive industry?

I am calling for a rethink in the industry, which is of-
ten met with resistance or reluctance - especially in the 
role of the buyer. I don‘t sell a product in the true sense 
of the word, so the established process doesn‘t apply 
here. In contrast, the sales department usually recog-
nizes the added value of my solution immediately. All 
in all, it requires a great deal of mental transfer. As a 
founder, I also struggle with typical challenges: Being 
alone, over 50, female and in the consumer sector – 
factors that don‘t exactly make it easier in the invest-
ment world.

How does your company remain innovative and re-
levant in a constantly changing industry?

Innovation is at our core - confirmed by patents, fun-
ding and official certificates. We think beyond the 
classic product sample and see the phase before the 
purchase decision as the key to responsible consump-
tion. We are also giving more people access to beauty 
products and challenging established beauty norms. In 
the future, we will be focusing on topics such as sustai-
nable materials, new product features, data-based per-
sonalization and the circular economy. There are more 
than enough ideas for further developments.

What makes IWiL special for you?

As a mentor for many years, I appreciate the unique 
exchange with mega-talents from completely different 
industries. It enriches me enormously to get to know 
new perspectives and ways of thinking. At the same 
time, I find my role to be very effective - not through 
content-related advice, but through active listening, 
transfer and sharing my own experiences. This model 
forces me to respond to others even more consciously. 
IWiL complements my network work perfectly becau-
se it promotes heterogeneity and goes beyond typical 
business or women‘s networks.

What values would you like to impart to your men-
tees in order to strengthen them on their path to 
leadership positions?

I attach great importance to teaching my mentees the 
importance of personal branding - not as a question 
of volume, but as a method for clear positioning in a 
business context. It is about to know your own most 
effective performance and to work on it in a targeted 
manner without having to bend. Reflection, personal 
responsibility and authenticity are at the heart of this. 
It is particularly important to me that my mentees un-
derstand this: Success does not require a loud presen-
ce, but a clear internal attitude and access to one‘s own 
resources in order to be able to survive in management 
positions in the long term.

Press Photo samplistick

„I never planned to be-
come a founder - and yet 
I‘m standing here now.“

Press Photo samplistick
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Interview

How do you define good leadership and how has 
your definition changed over the years?

Good leadership is based on communication and ref-
lection. Anyone who is not prepared to engage with 
the perspectives of others will find it difficult to lead. In 
the past, leadership was often a status symbol, today 
it‘s more about informal leadership and a willingness 
to engage in dialog. For me, leadership means not only 
leading others, but also constantly questioning your-
self and remaining adaptable. Leadership is not a rigid 
toolbox - you always have to be willing to learn and 
develop.

How do you manage to reconcile professional suc-
cess and personal fulfillment?

To be honest, I find that very difficult. For me, profes-
sional success is a central part of a fulfilled life, but I 
wouldn‘t necessarily call it a perfect balance. I am very 
competitive and focused, which helps me to overco-
me challenges. But this also has its downsides - I tend 
to think in tunnels, which makes it difficult for me to 
switch between work and private life. While I‘m busy at 
work, I also need time for myself to switch off.

What do you wish for the next generation of women 
in management positions?

I would like them to be self-consciously influential, 
ambitious and unafraid of power and responsibility. I 
believe that every generation has new opportunities 
and women should realize that they have the power 
to change the world through their own actions. It is im-
portant to never give up, to actively shape your life and 
not just adapt to the existing circumstances.

What final advice would you like to give young fe-
male founders?

My advice to young female founders: Include the time 
perspective in your decisions. Life and career offer 
many opportunities and not everything has to be de-
cided immediately. It is often helpful to wait for chal-
lenges first and not to see everything as a crisis. Always 
think about what options you have before making im-
portant decisions.

Portrait of Daniela Mündler

„For me, leadership means
not just leading others,

but to constantly
questioning yourself and

to remain adaptable.“

„I believe that every genera-
tion has new opportunities, 
and women should realize
that they have the oppor-

tunity to change the world 
through their own actions.“
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Courage, Resilience 
& Women‘s Power 
in the Healthcare Sector

Interview: Simona Grandits

Simona Grandits is an impressive leader in the glo-
bal healthcare sector and Vice President at QIAGEN. 
Her career path is characterized by a clear goal: to 
make healthcare fairer and available to all world-
wide. Promoting women‘s health and overcoming 
global inequalities in medical care are particularly 
important to her. But Simona is not only an expert 
in her industry - she is also a passionate mentor and 
has gained valuable experience as a mentee at IWiL, 
which she now actively passes on. In our interview, 
she talks about the challenges she has overcome 
as a woman in a male-dominated industry and how 
she manages to reconcile her professional success 
with her personal values and goals.
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You are Vice President at QIAGEN. What was your 
biggest motivation for pursuing this career?

The desire to make a meaningful difference is what 
drives me. The topics of women‘s health and public 
health in particular have a very special urgency for me. 
There is still so much untapped potential to make our 
society fairer and healthier. What particularly moves 
me is the inequality that exists in the world. The fact 
that millions of people will still not have access to basic 
medical care in 2025 - especially in parts of Africa - is 
simply unacceptable to me. My goal is clear: when I 
look back one day, I want to know that I have helped to 
change the lives of at least some people for the better. 
The healthcare sector offers the opportunity to do just 
that - and that‘s what drives me every day.

Is there a person who has particularly inspired you 
along the way?

There are actually a few people who have inspired me 
along the way. As a student, I worked for a dentist - a 
pioneer who brought modern implants to Slovenia at 
the time. With her vision, she changed the dynamics 
in the industry for good. Her strength and courage 
made a lasting impression on me. Later in my career, 
in the world of large companies, I met many inspiring 
personalities, who were often men. But my meeting 
with Sa- bine at IWiL was a particular turning point. She 
was different - not only impressive in her professiona-
lism, but also deeply passionate and visionary. Sabine 
showed me that women sometimes find it difficult to 
get ahead despite the best results, to get ahead. That 
changed my thinking, because I had a blind spot here 
myself. Since then, I have been even more committed 
to ensuring that women encounter fewer obstacles in 
their careers – a concern that is particularly close to my 
heart today.

What setback on your career path has made you 
grow the most?

I‘ve never had a real setback in my career - at least I 
wouldn‘t call it that. But there was one formative event 
that made me realize the unpredictability and comple-
xity of professional life. When we once had to carry out 
a far-reaching reorganization and the team was redu-
ced to a third, I had the feeling that my career was not 
fully under control.It was a moment when I realized 
how quickly conditions can change - whether due to 
company decisions or economic constraints. This event 
taught me to always be prepared and flexible. Since 
then, I‘ve always had several plans in my head - three, 
four, sometimes even five alternatives - in case I sud-
denly have to reorient myself. It wasn‘t so much a set-
back as a lesson in resilience and strategic thinking that 
has left a lasting impression on me.

What was the most daring decision in your career 
and what did you learn from it?

The most daring decision of my career was the switch 
from the familiar markets in Eastern Europe to the 
Middle East and Africa. Africa was close to my heart, 
but the Middle East was a real challenge - a male-do-
minated business world in which I had to assert myself 
as a woman. There is still much greater political insta-
bility in these regions. Sudden changes that occur as a 
result require quick rethinking and so I was able to suc-
cessfully use my ability to act flexibly and deal confid-
ently with uncertainties. And that‘s exactly what streng-
thened me professionally and personally. It was a risky 
move, but it showed me the importance of adaptability 
and, above all understanding for the enrichment of dif-
ferent cultures. I still live and promote this „diversity of 
thought“ in my teams today.

If you could spend one day in the past again, what 
would it be?

When I was part of a delegation from my former com-
pany in 2014 to take over an innovative molecular 
diagnostics company in the USA, it was an unforgetta-
ble moment. We celebrated the signing of a deal that 
heralded a revolution in diagnostics: a technology that 
could analyze 20 different bacteria within an hour.  I 
was incredibly proud to be involved in such a pionee-
ring project. That day showed me how much innova-
tion can change the world - a moment I will always re-
member.

How do you deal with the pressure of working in a 
highly competitive field?

My career has always trained me in resilience. And alt-
hough stress is constantly present in our field - results 
have to be delivered quarter after quarter - I don‘t see 
it as a burden. Talking to my mentor and doing sport 
also helps me to balance things out. This allows me to 
concentrate on the essentials and quickly put minor 
problems behind me. What relaxes me most, however, 
is spending time with my son. When I talk to him, many 
professional challenges are put into perspective. I also 
believe that we should celebrate more as a team again 
- even the small successes. That would not only reduce 
stress, but also make everyday work more enjoyable.

How do you reconcile motherhood and your job?

Reconciling work and motherhood is a challenge. As 
I am responsible for more than two con- tinents and 
often travel, it is important for me to consciously make 
time for my child. I often take him with me, especially 
to countries that have very different living conditions. 
That way, he learns how privileged we are and unders-
tands that my work is more than just a job - it‘s a mis-
sion. I plan my year in advance to minimize surprises, 
but flexibility and communication are key when the 
unexpected happens. I try to show my emotions and 
authentically combine both worlds so that my son sees 
how important both are to me.

Simona in Africa

„The fact that in the year 2025 
millions of people still have no 
access to basic medical care is 
simply unacceptable to me.“

Simona at the Prime Health Medical Diagnostic Lab
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Interview

What makes a good manager for you and how do 
you try to embody this image yourself?

 For me, a good manager is first and foremost a role 
model. You can‘t expect your team to do things that 
you don‘t exemplify yourself. I always try to set a good 
example, both at work and in dealing with challenges. 
For example, I am still active in my tasks and therefore 
always remind myself of the demands I place on my 
team.

What was the most important thing you took away 
from your time as a mentee at IWiL?

At IWiL, I have learned that success is not only defined 
by performance and results, but also by the support 
and encouragement of others. Sabine in particular 
made me understand that it is worth working hard for 
something, even if the path is difficult. What particular-
ly impressed me about IWiL was the focus on promo-
ting women. Until then, I had mainly had male mentors, 
but IWiL helped me to better understand the specific 
challenges that women face in professional life. This in-
sight was a valuable lesson for me.

What role does IWiL still play in your professional 
and personal development today?

IWiL still plays an important role in my professional 
and personal development. When I can, I continue to 
participate and stay in touch with the women from my 
year and my mentor. I also try to support IWiL where I 
can. For example, I spoke about IWiL at the Women‘s 
Summit in Saudi Arabia last year. It is important to me 
to carry on this mission and promote IWiL internally in 
order to continue this valuable work.

QIAGEN Summit 2023

„IWiL still plays an important 
role in my professional 

and personal development.“

How do you manage to reconcile professional suc-
cess and personal goals?

For me, it is crucial that my professional successes are 
in line with my personal values. I firmly believe that 
healthcare is a human right and not a privilege. Ever-
yone should have access to high-quality healthcare, 
regardless of their background. I am particularly pass-
ionate about raising awareness about women‘s health, 
as many women die from diseases that are 100% pre-
ventable. I pursue these issues both professionally and 
privately because I believe that we can make a positive 
change in the world.

What advice would you give to young women who 
dream of pursuing a career similar to yours?

My advice to young women who aspire to a similar ca-
reer is to be bold, but also to be aware of what it me-
ans to take on this responsibility. With an organization 
of 400 people comes challenges, and you have to be 
really willing to work hard and continuously develop 
yourself. There are no shortcuts in life and it doesn‘t 
always come easy. At the same time, it‘s important to 
support each other. I would like women to be kinder to 
each other and to support each other more – that‘s an 
important change that we need. Stay resilient, curious 
and don‘t stop trying. The word ‚no‘ shouldn‘t discou-
rage you - if it doesn‘t work, just try something else!
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„Being underpaid 15 years ago 
and starting out in the agency 
industry with no personal life. 
Believed in me, learned a lot, 

fought hard and that‘s why I‘m 
here today.“

- Daniela Weiß, Managing Director Omnicom 

My Best 
  DECISION

„Turning away from my legal 
career and taking a job in the 
fashion industry. That became 

my dream career.“
- Francoise Rousseau, Global Sales Manager

„Choosing my first job based on 
my passion rather than strategic 
planning. Experiencing joy and 
success, and realising that I can 

make a difference with what I do, 
boosted my confidence.“

- Daniela Mündler, Founder samplistick

„Following my passion for sus-
tainable innovation, health and 
lifestyle. It enabled me to grow 
professionally, have a social im-
pact and have a fulfilling sense 

of purpose.“
- Prof. Dr. Anabel Ternes, Founder

„Right after school I started 
training to become a business 

manager. Through new challen-
ges, moving and getting to know 
different markets, I learned a lot.“

- Anke Heppner, Head of POS Marketing DOUGLAS

„I did a six-month internship in 
New York while studying. Here I 
gained a lot of experience and 
developed great friendships. “

- Clarissa Odewald, chairwoman Thyssenkrupp

„To go my own way: to study 
what I wanted and then very 

quickly become an entrepreneur 
myself. That‘s why I‘m standing 

here now.“
- Marc Sasserath, CEO sasserath+

„The shift from the familiar 
markets in Eastern Europe to 

the Middle East and Africa. I‘ve 
learned to be flexible and to deal 

with uncertainty. “
- Simona Grandits, Vice President QIAGEN 
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A Journey to 
Self-determination 
& Authentic Leadership

Interview: Prof. Dr. Anabel Ternes 

Prof. Dr. Anabel Ternes is a true visionary who is dri-
ving change in many ways: as a scientist, founder, 
activist and mentor. Her life is a journey towards 
self-determination and authentic leadership, cha-
racterized by courageous decisions and the unsha-
kable conviction that true strength comes from di-
versity and collaboration. In this interview, she talks 
about the most formative moments of her career, 
her perspective on leadership and why it is so im-
portant for her to advocate for equal rights for wo-
men and the promotion of diversity.
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You wear many hats - scientist, founder, activist and 
mentor. Is there a role that is particularly close to 
your heart and why?

Definitely the role of women. For a long time, I defined 
myself as a sustainability campaigner and futurologist, 
but today I see how important it is to actively promote 
diversity and equality. Diversity means not only accep-
ting different perspectives, but recognizing them as 
enrichment - whether in the compatibility of medicines 
or access to resources.

What moment in your career has been particularly 
challenging for you?

I was a managing director in a luxury group and had 
achieved a seemingly perfect career. But then a skiing 
accident suddenly threw me completely off track. The 
existential questions that arose afterwards - whether I 
would ever be able to walk or work again - turned my 
life and career plans completely upside down. I had 
previously defined myself strongly in terms of profes-
sional success, but this accident forced me to rethink 
what really defines me. Initially, I simply applied my old 
career system to new goals. I quickly realized that this 
no longer made me happy or fulfilled me. The accident 
made me realize that success doesn‘t always have to 
mean “higher, faster, further” and that happiness isn‘t 
always linked to professional success.

Who has particularly inspired you along the way?

My grandmother. She was an impressive woman. After 
fleeing with four small children, she had nothing and 
started working as a cleaner. Later, she built up a cons-
truction company on her own - an incredible achieve-
ment. Her commitment, warmth and generosity, both 
towards others and herself, had a profound impact on 
me. She was my great role model. 

What does a typical day in your life look like? 

I don‘t really have a typical day. Just certain routines 
that I have established. My day always starts with a cold 
shower, some yoga, meditation and - if possible - time 
in the fresh air. I plan my day the evening before, in-
cluding fixed appointments and to-dos that I schedule 
flexibly. Last year, I often had up to 30 phone calls and 
10 meetings a day, so I didn‘t get to other tasks until 
late in the evening. That was too much in the long run. 
For 2025, I have resolved to be more relaxed: fewer 
appointments, more freedom and greater composure 
if something doesn‘t work out. The focus is now on set-
ting my priorities more clearly and organizing my day 
more consciously.

What was the most moving or surprising moment on 
stage?

I was booked for an event with around 1,500 women, 
mainly secretaries. Everything had been agreed with 
the organizer in advance - from the content to the clot-
hing. But when I stepped onto the stage, I immediately 
sensed that it wasn‘t the right fit. The women seemed 
frustrated and clearly didn‘t want to attend the event. 
I spontaneously took off my shoes, tied my hair back, 
sat down on the stage and spoke openly about how 
out of place I felt. Instead of giving the prepared pre-
sentation, I improvised with honest storytelling and 
shared personal experiences - with all my strengths 
and weaknesses. The reaction was overwhelming. The 
initial coldness gave way to a warm, genuine connec-
tion. After my talk, women came up to me, hugged me 
and said how much I had touched them. This moment 
made me realize that it‘s not about perfection, but 
about humanity and authenticity. An honest no or ad-
mitting weaknesses can sometimes be more powerful 
than a perfect yes.

What do you do to keep recharging your energy and 
motivation?

I consciously start my morning with a cold shower, 
yoga and meditation, go out into the fresh air as much 
as possible and use tools such as frequency or magne-
tic devices. Time with my family and music also give 
me strength. It is precisely these connections between 
routines, biological factors and well-being that I also 
address in my new book The Genetic Happiness Code 
- and how we can actively influence our happiness.

Anabel on stage

„It‘s not about perfection, 
but about humanity and 

authenticity.“

Anabel at an empowerment talk
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Interview

What inspired you to start your radio show “WeEm-
power” and what has been your most important 
message on the show so far? 

The idea for We Empower came from my own expe-
riences with self-doubt and the feeling of always ha-
ving to live up to the expectations of others - especially 
as someone with an immigrant background. I wanted 
to help women recognize their uniqueness and come 
into their power. I soon realized that men also have si-
milar issues. That‘s why I expanded the show to appeal 
to everyone. My main message is that real strength co-
mes when we support each other - regardless of gen-
der.

You are involved as a mentor at IWiL. Why is this 
commitment so important to you?

Mentoring is important to me because it‘s not just ab-
out helping others, but also about growing in the pro-
cess. The commitment is a give and take - be it through 
inspiring encounters, joint events or exchanges with 
impressive women. My previous mentees were often 
at a crucial point in their lives and it was fulfilling to 
support them and find solutions together. It feels like a 
friendship where both sides benefit.

Is there a success story from your mentoring that has 
particularly moved you?

One piece of advice I often give in mentoring is that 
it‘s not always about running through a closed door 
with all your might. Many women feel the pressure to 
achieve their career goals at all costs and immediately. 
But sometimes it‘s better to take a step back and look 
at the whole situation. You then realize that there is not 
just this one door - maybe there is a window, another 
door or a whole new path that you didn‘t see before. 
This perspective has already inspired many of my men-
tees to re-evaluate their situation and seize the oppor-
tunities that really suit them.

How do you define good leadership and what cha-
racterizes a future-oriented manager?

Good leadership begins with good self-management. 
A manager should be at peace with themselves and not 
project personal issues onto others. It is about listening 
attentively, giving feedback, handing over responsibi-
lity and at the same time demanding responsibility. A 
good manager promotes an open culture of error and 
has a sense of what others need in order to grow. Fu-
ture-oriented leadership also means giving trust, but 
clearly knowing the limits. It requires assessing how 
much you can trust someone to reach the next level.

What personal values are essential for you in all your 
projects and tasks?

Responsibility and reliability are essential for me - 
when I take on a task, I stand by it. Creativity is just as 
important in order to find innovative solutions and not 
get stuck in familiar ways. Respect and gratitude also 
play a major role, especially when dealing with other-
ness. It is crucial to put aside prejudices and listen to 
others.

Anabel at an empowerment talk

„Mentoring is like a 
friendship in which both 

sides benefit.“

How do you manage to consistently live your values 
as an entrepreneur and activist in everyday life?

For me, it is essential to live my values in all areas of 
life, because only then do I feel truly satisfied and fulfil-
led. I make sure to act consciously and authentically, to 
make every moment as if it could be my last.

What final piece of advice would you like to give ot-
her women?

Stay true to yourself and don‘t be discouraged by goals 
that are too big. Pursue your visions with perseverance 
and get a little closer to your dreams every day. Becau-
se it is visions that give us the belief that anything is 
possible and ultimately allow us to achieve reality.
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Leadership 
with Heart & Mind

Interview: Daniela Weiß

In a world where successful leadership relies more 
than ever on empathy, authenticity and clear direc-
tion Daniela Weiß talks about her journey to the 
top. With a clear focus on people and values, she 
combines a passion for business with a strong com-
mitment to the advancement of female leaders. In 
this interview, she shares her personal experiences 
and challenges that have shaped her along the way 
and provides valuable insights into her vision.
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What motivates you to start the day with passion 
and energy in the morning?

I am motivated above all by my positive attitude - both 
privately and professionally. I am optimistic by nature 
and try to find something positive in every day. These 
can be small moments with my daughter or inspiring 
encounters at work. In particular, interacting with other 
people gives me energy and joy. This togetherness is 
a great motivation for me to approach every day with 
passion.

What inspired you to take on the role of Managing 
Director at Omnicon and what is your vision there?

On the one hand, I enjoy working with people I can 
learn from and at the same time want to pass on my 
knowledge. A great motivator is my current CEO, who 
inspires me a lot and always challenges me to go be-
yond my limits. secondly, I see the opportunity to create 
real added value with my work, especially in the area of 
transformation: how and where will the agency group 
develop in the coming years, and how do we shape 
this process? I am also particularly interested in promo-
ting female managers. Although Omnicom is already 
on the right track, I still see potential. Actively helping 
to shape change here and acting as a role model was a 
decisive reason for me to take on this challenge.

What experiences from your time at Mediacom, 
Ströer and Wort & Bild Verlag help you in your cur-
rent position?

Each of my experiences has shaped me and made me 
the manager I am today. At Mediacom, I discovered my 
love for the agency world - the dynamic environment 
and the close collaboration with people. Ströer gave 
me valuable experience in sales: assertiveness, perse-
verance and the art of being charming but firm. At Wort 
& Bild, I learned to engage with different personalities 
and to pursue clear strategic and tactical goals. Today, 
this experience helps me to motivate my team, overco-
me challenges and celebrate successes together.

If you could relive a single moment in your career, 
what would it be and why?

The moment when my then boss at Ströer entrusted 
me with the management of the department at the 
age of 29 was one of the most formative moments in 
my career. His deep trust in me, combined with his de-
manding but also supportive manner, motivated me 
enormously. His sentence: “You‘ve worked hard for it, 
you‘ve earned it, but don‘t mess it up now” was a clear 
signal for me - now it‘s time to really get going. This 
experience had a lasting impact on me and strongly 
influenced my future career path.

What was your biggest professional challenge and 
how did you overcome it?

My first year as head of department at Ströer. When the 
figures collapsed, I put myself under a lot of pressure. I 
learned to set myself apart better and not take everyt-
hing personally. I faced another challenge years later in 
my next job. I realized that my line manager and I were 
no longer on the same page professionally. However, 
my loyalty to my team made the decision to leave very 
difficult. However, the move to the management of 
Omnicom opened up new opportunities for me.

What does it mean to you to be a mentor at IWiL?

For me, being a mentor at IWiL primarily means ex-
changing ideas with talented women who are active-
ly shaping their careers. I accompany them through 
challenges, reflect on successes with them and pass on 
experiences - just as I myself was shaped by mentors, 
especially my father. This role is not only valuable to 
me, but also inspiring, as I take a lot away from every 
encounter myself. I always see mentoring as give and 
take for both sides. 

Daniela with her former team

„For me, being a mentor at 
IWiL primarily means ex-

changing ideas with talen-
ted women who are actively 
shaping their career paths.“

Daniela at a talk

„Each of my experiences has 
shaped me and made me 

the leader I am today.“
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Interview

What makes IWiL special for you?

For me, IWiL is above all a strong network of female 
managers that promotes exchange and mutual sup-
port. Women are often too reluctant to network and 
IWiL helps to change that. Sabine and Natalie have 
brought together impressive women who inspire and 
strengthen each other. Since joining in 2020, I have 
found it incredibly enriching and would recommend it 
to any woman.

What makes a good manager and how do you try to 
embody this image yourself?

For me, a good manager is characterized by empathy, 
authenticity and clear orientation. I lead according to 
the principle of “loving but strict” - as part of the team, 
but with clear guidelines. Transparency, empathetic 
communication and the ability to motivate people in-
trinsically are important to me. I want to master the last 
stretch of a journey, which is often the most challen-
ging, together with my team.

How do you manage to reconcile professional suc-
cess and personal fulfillment?

I manage to reconcile professional success and per-
sonal fulfillment mainly because I really enjoy my job. 
I have the privilege of having flexible working hours, 
which allows me to organize my own time - for exam-
ple, being there for my daughter on Monday after-
noons and then continuing to work in the evening. 
Without my social network, especially my mother, this 
would not be possible. I also try to consciously take 
time out, whether it‘s short walks or a wellness week-
end. Children ground you and that helps me to keep 
my balance. It‘s crucial for me to be happy in my pro-
fessional environment, which also has an impact on my 
family life.

What do you wish for the next generation of women 
in management positions?

I would like it to become a matter of course to see 
women there without questioning their gender. They 
should doubt themselves less and not have to cons-
tantly justify themselves, as is often still the case. Wo-
men should find their way with ease and use their lea-
dership style to drive change without having to prove 
themselves.

What would be your final advice?

My final piece of advice would be that every woman, 
including my own daughter, should pursue her goals 
and desires with clarity and ambition. She shouldn‘t let 
others tell her that she can‘t achieve something, but 
should always believe in her own strength and remain 
steadfast.

Daniela in a panel discussion

„I accompany them through 
challenges, reflect on suc-
cesses with them and pass 

on experiences - just as I my-
self was shaped by mentors, 

especially my father.“

„Women should find their 
way with ease and use their 

leadership style to drive 
change without having to 

prove themselves.“
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Success in a Male 
Dominated Industry

Interview: Clarissa Odewald

In an industry traditionally dominated by men Cla-
rissa Odewald has established herself as a leader 
and impresses with her clear vision and ability to 
shape change. Her career path has taken her from 
industrial clerk to team leader in the steel industry, 
where she sets new standards with courage and 
assertiveness. In this interview, she talks about her 
experiences, the importance of mentoring and why 
success is more than just numbers for her.
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When you look back on your career, was there a deci-
sive moment that had a lasting impact on your path?

A decisive moment was when I made the decision to 
train as an industrial clerk after graduating from high 
school and then study business administration. Study-
ing was the turning point for me to develop further and 
advance my career in the long term.

What originally fascinated you about the steel in-
dustry and how has your perspective on it changed 
over the years?

The steel industry has fascinated me from the very 
beginning because steel is used in so many everyday 
products - from cars to washing machines. Especially 
at Thyssenkrupp Rasselstein, where we produce tinpla-
te for the packaging industry, it‘s exciting to see how 
our steel is used in things like tin cans and tear-off lids. 
What never ceases to amaze me is how versatile and 
technologically advanced steel is.

Has there been a challenge in your career that has 
made you particularly strong?

One of the biggest challenges was definitely starting 
out in a very male-dominated environment. After my 
studies, I worked as a trainee in Raw Materials Purcha-
sing, which was very male-dominated. The real challen-
ge came when I was appointed team leader after just 
three years - in a department where many male collea-
gues had been there much longer and had probably 
been hoping for this position themselves. Working as 
a woman and one of the youngest team leaders in this 
area was anything but easy.

How did you manage to gain a foothold in this male-
dominated industry?

I managed it by focusing less on the topic of “man vs. 
woman” and more on the content aspect. I learned a 
lot from my male colleagues and was lucky that a lot 
has changed at thyssenkrupp in the last 17 years - the 
company is becoming increasingly diverse. An import-
ant factor for me was also a certain openness and per-
haps a bit of naivety in the way I approached the topics.

Is there any piece of advice that has helped you in 
particular during difficult times in your career?

An important piece of advice that I always pass on 
myself is to look for mentors - both internally and ex-
ternally. I was lucky enough to always have very good 
mentors at my side. It was particularly helpful to get a 
different perspective from outside. A sparring partner 
who is there to advise you is incredibly valuable.

How important has your time at IWiL been for your 
personal and professional development?

My time as a mentee at IWiL was an incredibly enri-
ching experience that helped me both personally and 
professionally. The exchange with other mentees was 
refreshing and helped me to build a network with wo-
men who share similar challenges. I still maintain some 
contacts. My mentor was also particularly valuable. The 
regular exchanges, both in person and virtually, ope-
ned up new perspectives for me and provided valua-
ble advice from a completely different industry.

Was there a special moment from your time at IWiL 
that particularly inspired you?

Overall, it was simply the collaboration with my men-
tor. We worked together on a development plan for 
me, and he repeatedly encouraged me to reflect on my 
goals and approaches with his challenging questions. 
This targeted food for thought helped me enormously. 
Another highlight was the visit to the TUI headquarters 
in Hanover - an impressive day that opened up new 
perspectives for me.

What role does mentoring play in your personal life?

Mentoring plays a very important role for me, both from 
the perspective of giving and receiving. I have always 
benefited from mentors and would now like to pass on 
my knowledge. I am also a regular mentor at thyssen-
krupp, most recently for a mentee from a completely 
different area. The exchange is always enriching for me 
- I give advice, but also take away a lot for my own de-
velopment.

„Working as a woman and 
one of the youngest team 

leaders in this area was 
anything but easy.“

Clarissa at the steelwork

„The exchange with other 
mentees was refreshing 

and helped me to build a 
network with women who 
share similar challenges. “
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Interview

What motivated you to take on management re-
sponsibility?

I have always been motivated by the desire to take 
on responsibility. I started taking on responsibility on 
a small scale during my training and this grew over 
time. I became a team leader at the age of 30 and re-
ally enjoyed driving things forward, making changes 
and building teams. I particularly enjoyed developing 
young people, especially trainees. It is always great for 
me to see the path they have taken and how they have 
developed.

What makes a good manager in your eyes?

For me, a good manager is not necessarily the best 
professional, but someone with the right mindset. 
Openness to new topics, a willingness to change and 
the ability to give feedback are crucial for me. A good 
manager drives issues forward, is not afraid of change 
and has the will to develop their team and employees.

How do you define success for yourself?

For me, success means successfully developing and 
implementing topics so that they lead to positive re-
sults. At the same time, I consider it a success if I can 
take my employees along with me on this journey, 
especially in challenging and uncertain times. Success 
is not only reflected in KPIs, but also in how you as a 
manager lead the team through transformations and 
achieve a goal together.

What final piece of advice would you give to women 
aspiring to a management position?

Think carefully about why you want to become a ma-
nager. Leadership is not always easy, and not everyone 
should pursue this goal. It is important to ask yourself 
this question consciously and to reflect on yourself. I 
would also advise everyone, whether women or men, 
to be confident, not to put themselves under unneces-
sary pressure and to realize that a lot of learning comes 
from doing. Have patience and composure - you don‘t 
have to achieve everything immediately.

Portrait of Clarissa

„For me, success means 
successfully developing 

and implementing topics 
so that they lead to 

positive results.“

„I became a team leader in 
my 30s and really enjoyed 

driving things forward, 
making changes and 

building teams.“
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My Biggest 
  CHALLENGE

„When I returned to Ralph Lauren 
after my first maternity leave, 
I was replaced by a man. But I 

didn‘t give up and fought back.“
- Francoise Rousseau, Global Sales Manager

„In Shanghai, taking on respon-
sibility for marketing, sales and 

purchasing for the Chinese 
market of a textile company. 
A challenging but exciting 

experience.“
- Anke Heppner, Head of POS Marketing DOUGLAS

„The confrontation with short-ti-
me work. Shortly after taking over 

from the trainee programme, 
short-time work had to be done 

and I was also affected by it.“
- Clarissa Odewald, chairoman Thyssenkrupp

„The change from the top mana-
ger in the consumer goods sector 
to the founder in other industries 

was a challenge that enriched 
and strengthened me professio-

nally and personally.“
- Prof. Dr. Anabel Ternes, Founder

„One coach aptly called it expul-
sion from paradise: After positive 
starting years, the euphoria even-

tually falls and I had to reorder 
and rethink – but the gathered 

strength strengthened me.“
- Daniela Mündler, Founder samplistick

„I worked passionately and put 
the desire to have children be-

hind me for a long time. Finding 
the balance was challenging - to-
day I‘m grateful for my daughter 
and my professional fulfillment.“

- Daniela Weiß, Managing Director Omnicom 

„I‘ve often trusted the wrong 
people, which has led to chal-
lenges. But I‘ve never become 
cynical and still put my trust in 

selected people.“
- Marc Sasserath, CEO sasserath+

„The shift from the familiar 
markets in Eastern Europe to the 

Middle East and Africa – 
a male-dominated business 

world in which I had to assert 
myself as a woman.“

- Simona Grandits, Vice President QIAGEN 
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Courage & 
the Key to 
True Fulfillment

Interview: Anke Heppner

Anke Heppner has built her career on bold decisions 
and far-reaching change, from leading the Chinese 
market for Tally Weijl to moving into the beauty in-
dustry. Her journey is an inspiring example of pro-
fessional growth and the development of creative, 
authentic leadership. In the interview, she shares 
her most valuable experiences, the challenges she 
faced as a woman in a leadership position and how 
she manages to balance her professional and family 
commitments. A conversation about courage, inno-
vation and the importance of mentoring and female 
leadership.
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What has been the boldest move in your career so 
far?

The boldest move was definitely to go to Shanghai. 
As a young woman, I was given the opportunity by the 
CEO at Tally Weijl to take on responsibility for the Chi-
nese market. It was an exciting and formative experien-
ce - a year full of challenges and growth. Suddenly, I 
was in charge of 80 employees, many of whom spoke 
little English. This made communication challenging, 
but also all the more instructive. This time not only 
made me more independent, but also changed the 
way I look at business strategies. An experience I don‘t 
want to miss.

Is there a moment in your professional life that chan-
ged your perspective on success?

A defining moment was my apprenticeship as a mana-
ger at Woolworths straight out of school. Without kno-
wing exactly what I was getting into, it laid the foun-
dation for my career and my perspective on success. 
Since then, I‘ve learned in various industries and com-
panies that success is not just in big milestones, but in 
the many decisions and experiences that shape your 
own path.

How did your entry into the beauty industry change 
your perspective on creativity and innovation?

Moving from the textile industry to the beauty industry 
15 years ago has greatly broadened my view of crea-
tivity and innovation. The beauty industry is incredibly 
diverse, with a plethora of brands, concepts and no-
velties. I‘ve learned that creativity doesn‘t just mean a 
wealth of ideas, but also the courage to back up those 
ideas with a solid business case. I find the connection 
to art and culture particularly inspiring, as with creative 
projects with Mary Lennox. There‘s a lot of space in this 
industry to create, experiment and really make a diffe-
rence - that‘s what keeps me excited to this day.

An important lesson in your career?

One of the most important lessons in my career has 
been that there are no definitive wrong decisions, only 
experiences that you learn from and move you for-
ward. One example of this was my move from sales to 
purchasing. Although I quickly realized that shopping 
is not my passion - I lacked the direct contact with the 
end consumer and the momentum - this year was a va-
luable experience. It helped me see what I really want, 
and eventually led me into marketing, where I felt 
much more comfortable. I also learned how important 
it is not to be discouraged by criticism or setbacks.

Which values are most important to you as a leader?

I place great importance on open, respectful collabo-
ration on an equal footing. Titles are secondary to me 
- whether work student, intern or team lead, all team 
members deserve the same respect and importance. 
Clear goals, mutual support and a balanced give and 
take are essential to me. I want to create a work en-
vironment where everyone feels comfortable and mo-
tivated to achieve great things together. For me, job 
satisfaction is the key to sustainable success - for each 
individual and for the team.

What have you learned from your time as a mentee 
at IWiL?

My time as a mentee at IWiL has enriched me most of 
all by interacting with inspiring people. The diversity 
of the participants and their industries has opened up 
new perspectives for me. It‘s been exciting to see how 
others in similar positions are tackling challenges and 
the importance of women in leadership roles in diffe-
rent companies. Personally, I‘ve not only gained profes-
sional momentum, but also made valuable friendships. 
But I particularly appreciate the conversations with my 
mentor who help me pause and focus on my own de-
velopment. These conscious moments have given me 
clarity about where I want to go professionally.

Anke at a DOUGLAS Store

„The beauty industry is 
incredibly diverse, with a 

plethora of brands, concepts 
and novelties.“

Anke and the office dog

„For me, job satisfaction 
is the key to sustainable 

success – for each individual 
and for the team.“
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Interview

What does IWiL mean to you?

For me, IWiL is an inspiring community that brings to-
gether women from all walks of life to pursue a com-
mon goal: the advancement and support of women. 
I find the diversity of perspectives and the regular im-
pulses - whether through monthly meetings, exciting 
topics or digital formats - particularly impressive. What 
really sets IWiL apart is the combination of community 
and personal mentoring experience. It‘s not just a one-
time program, it‘s an ongoing journey.

What does mentoring mean to you personally?

For me, mentoring is a daily part of my working life, 
especially through the leadership of my team. With 18 
employees, I take on a mentoring role by supporting 
them in their career paths. In addition, I have an inter-
nal mentoring program where I exchange regularly 
with my mentee and gain fresh perspectives. It‘s about 
investing time to accompany employees in their career 
steps. For me, mentorship means continuous support 
and guidance.

What challenges or opportunities do you see for wo-
men in leadership positions?

Women in leadership positions face the challenge of 
reconciling work and private life, such as family and 
career. In addition, in many cases, women still have to 
prove themselves more to receive the same recogni-
tion as their male counterparts. This is precisely why we 
need more female role models who inspire others. At 
the same time, women bring valuable leadership quali-
ties through their emotional intelligence and empathy. 
They can implement modern, open leadership approa-
ches well and adapt flexibly to the needs of new gene-
rations.

How do you balance motherhood and career?

I try to integrate my daughter into my work life by tel-
ling her how my day was and also taking her to the 
office sometimes so she can get to know the people 
there. She‘s even interested in working at Douglas! 
It‘s important to me to find a good work-life balance. 
When important moments arise, I consciously take 
time for them and thankfully Douglas is very flexible. 
We used to regularly schedule a mum-daughter day 
where she could choose something special. My hus-
band also supports me, which helps me stay focused 
both professionally and privately. A strong home crea-
tes a strong foundation for success on the job.

What advice would you like to give in conclusion?

My advice is never to be afraid to take the next step. Be 
brave, take the opportunities that come your way and 
go your way. And most importantly, have fun. That‘s my 
favourite word and motto. If you‘re really happy with 
what you‘re doing and feel balanced, then the journey 
becomes all the more fulfilling.

Anke shows how fun at work works

„Women can implement 
modern, open leadership 

approaches well and adapt 
flexibly to the needs of 

new generations. “
„Have fun! That‘s my 

favorite word and motto.“
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Identity 
Innovation &
the Path to Success
 

Marc Sasserath has taken his own path far from the 
supposedly secure succession in the family busi-
ness. Instead, his journey took him through philoso-
phy, psychology and brand strategy that made him 
a leading expert in the world of brand management 
and communication. In this interview, he talks ab-
out how he lives the link between identity and in-
novation, the role mentoring plays in his career, and 
why success is more than just growth and numbers 
for him. A look behind the scenes of his fascinating 
career, which shows us that the path is often more 
important than the destination.

Interview: Marc Sasserath



48 49

You’ve already had an impressive career. What inspi-
red you to take this path?

My path was originally different - the family business 
was supposed to be my future. But a family breakdown 
led me to study philosophy, psychology and romance 
at the same time. A fellow student told me about his 
passion for communication, and suddenly I knew: this 
is it. I applied to Saatchi & Saatchi - and was accepted. 
Since then, my professional life has revolved around 
identity, brands and psychology. It was a happy detour 
that turned out to be just the right one.

How have these different disciplines influenced 
your approach to leadership or innovation?

Psychology teaches me to recognize organizations and 
their dysfunctions - and to redefine leadership through 
targeted interventions. Brands, on the other hand, 
are an auxiliary construct of identity: they show who 
you are, what you can do, and where you should go. 
This combination of psychological understanding and 
brand strategy shapes my approach to leadership - as 
an art of providing clarity and direction.

A moment in your career that you’d like to relive 
again?

I‘m someone who lives in the here and now and is more 
excited about the future than the past. There have 
been many great moments - my appointment at Saat-
chi & Saatchi, my first day there, my goodbyes, starting 
my own company. But I don‘t feel the need to relive 
any of that again. I don‘t regret anything, but I relish 
every new day, every learning and every experience 
that takes me forward. The best moments are often the 
ones that lie ahead.

Which setback has shaped you the most?

Setbacks are part of life - and often mark more than 
successes. One of the defining ones for me was the 
break with the family business. I was supposed to go 
into succession, but I had no passion for it. The resul-
ting family break was profound, and ultimately led to 
the destruction of family relationships. But this expe-
rience brought me an essential realization: I am re-
sponsible for my own path.

How do you see the future of brand management in 
terms of digitalisation and globalisation?

The future of brand management remains essential-
ly unchanged: brands must be relevant, unique, and 
non-contradictory. But the way they reach people has 
radically changed. In the past, mass media and socio-
demographic audiences were relied on. Today, techno-
logy enables a hyper-personalized approach - everyo-
ne experiences the brand individually without losing 
its core. AI, algorithms and real-time data allow for 
tailored communication across digital channels, global 
yet approachable. The exciting part? Technology do-
esn‘t make brands more impersonal, but allows for a 
deeper, more individual relationship - almost like a real 
friendship.

What challenges do companies face in the field of 
innovation today?

Companies today face two key challenges in innova-
tion: first, how to use technology properly. It should not 
replace people, but support them. The balance bet-
ween automation and humanity is crucial. Second, the 
growing influence of fewer tech giants. Companies like 
Google and Meta have a power that sometimes goes 
beyond that of nation states - with risks for brands, mar-
kets and society. The solution? Technology and human-
ity must play together as yin and yang. This is the only 
way to make innovation meaningful and responsible.

Why is your involvement as a mentor at IWiL so im-
portant to you?

Because I believe in a prejudice-free world where ta-
lent counts - not gender or ethnicity. In this country, 
there are still huge inequalities. I am committed to en-
suring that the best lead, regardless of outward charac-
teristics. For me, it is a person‘s abilities that count, and 
nothing else.

Shooting for Marc‘s brand

„My path was originally 
a different one – Family 

businesses should 
be my future.“

Portrait of Marc

„I‘m committed to having 
the best lead, regardless of 

external characteristics.“
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Interview

What’s the most important lesson you pass on to 
your mentees as a mentor?

The most important lesson I want to teach my mentees 
is to be self-sufficient. That means knowing what you‘re 
good at, what you like to do, and what the world needs 
- and creating something that‘s both personally fulfil-
ling and economically viable. I often use Ikigai‘s model, 
which helps connect these four questions: What can I 
do? What do I like to do? What‘s the world need? And 
what is it willing to pay for? That clarity is the key to a 
fulfilling and successful work life.

Have you also had a good mentor on your journey 
so far?

Yes, I had mentors, but not in a traditional, institutiona-
lized setting. I had two or three inspiring supervisors 
who were particularly inspiring. They not only challen-
ged me, but always encouraged me to question my 
perspectives and develop myself. Also, during my mas-
ter‘s degree in clinical organizational psychology, I had 
a professor who held a similar role. I still have regular 
exchanges with him, especially when faced with uncer-
tainties or difficult questions.

What makes a good leader in your eyes?

A good leader has clear goals and a strong identity, 
both for herself and for the organization. She fosters 
a culture of autonomy, transparency and clear values. 
She also creates clear structures and processes to work 
effectively with her team. This balance of strategy, cul-
ture and structure is what makes good leadership in 
my opinion.

How do you define success for yourself?

For me, success is not measured by business metrics 
or growth alone. Success is about having a positive im-
pact and spreading happiness without failing econo-
mically. It‘s about running an organization that is stable 
and profitable, creating jobs while fostering a people-
friendly culture. Money is important, but not the prima-
ry goal - true success lies in making a positive contribu-
tion to the world and people‘s well-being.

What advice would you give to young entrepreneurs 
at the beginning of their journey?

I would advise them to ask themselves three key ques-
tions: Why this, why you, why now? Why this particu-
lar idea, why this team, and why now‘s the right time? 
If the business idea really addresses a relevant need, 
offers a solution that many others aren‘t already offe-
ring, and is sustainable for the long term, then that‘s 
a strong foundation. It‘s important to have clarity ab-
out your own identity as a company, and to ensure that 
the solution is relevant and unique to other people. If 
you can communicate that without controversy, you‘ve 
achieved a lot.

„Success means having a 
positive impact and spreading 

happiness without 
to fail economically.“

Marc with a team member of Supermarque
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Stylish 
to the 
Top

A true power woman in the fiercely competitive fa-
shion industry. Ralph Lauren, Escada, Luisa Cerano: 
As Head of Sales, Francoise Rousseau has led nume-
rous fashion companies to the top. With ease, she 
combines career and family - all perfectly styled. For 
Francoise, power dressing isn‘t just a trend. Rather, 
it‘s a lifestyle that has made her her a trademark. In 
this interview, she talks about the quiet power of 
fashion, how to combine femininity and assertive-
ness, and why her yellow coat is more than just a 
garment for her.

Interview: Francoise Rousseau
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If you could relive one particular event in your ca-
reer, what would it be?

There are many moments you‘d like to relive but for me, 
the annual awards at our European Sales Conference 
by Ralph Lauren have always been something special. 
At first, it was a great joy to be honored - but later it 
was even more fulfilling to present these awards. Ce-
lebrating common achievements in front of hundreds 
of colleagues, feeling the team spirit and experiencing 
this unique moment of community was a highlight eve-
ry year.

How have trends in business fashion for women 
changed in recent years?

Business fashion for women has changed. Trends are 
often more durable than many think; for example, 
wide-leg trousers, which have been popular for three 
to four years, have only just taken hold. There is now a 
mix of practical and chic in business fashion. Tailoring 
remains important, but the materials are more com-
fortable, which may be a response to the coronavirus 
pandemic and the home office. There‘s also a growing 
awareness of sustainability. More and more women are 
interested in where their clothes come from and are 
opting for quality, timeless pieces. Fast fashion is pas-
sé. Investments in classics and basics are increasingly 
appreciated.

How can women emphasize their femininity and still 
be assertive?

Through dresses, skirts and accessories, women can 
certainly emphasize their femininity without losing their 
assertiveness. In the fashion industry, we often have 
more freedom than in other fields where there are stric-
ter dress codes. But in formal industries, feminine ac-
cents can also be set through jewelry or accessories. 
It‘s important to find a balance - not to appear over-the-
top. Femininity is not only expressed through clothing, 
but also through attitude and charisma.

What is your personal power look?

Often classic black. For example, a black jacket or blou-
se paired with my yellow coat. It‘s become something 
of my trademark now. My team knows immediately 
that an important day is coming when I wear it. Funnily 
enough, I bought my fourth yellow coat the other day - I 
love this colour!

Have you ever deliberately broken a dress code to 
make a statement?

No, but I definitely make a statement with my clothes. 
Luckily, in the fashion industry, you have a lot of leeway. 
One example is denim - I love it in all its forms, whet-
her with eye-catching washes or embellishments. Pai-
red with chic high heels and a simple black jumper, you 
can also make a strong statement. Of course, there are 
formal occasions and meetings where you stick to cer-
tain rules, but overall I enjoy the freedom that fashion 
affords me.

Kann man als Frau in einer Führungsposition duKann Can a woman in a leadership position be made vul-
nerable by a “wrong” outfit?

I don‘t think so, but it definitely creates conversation 
- and it‘s unnecessary. Women already have enough 
challenges to overcome, so we shouldn‘t have to di-
scuss their clothes. It‘s important to find the right ba-
lance, because being too sexy is often perceived as 
superficial, while being too masculine can be seen as 
unfeminine. Every woman should stay true to herself 
and find her style without providing unnecessary con-
versation. Angela Merkel once jokingly said her biggest 
challenge was wearing lipstick every day and hearing 
comments about it - and there‘s some truth to that.

Why is the appearance of women in leadership posi-
tions often much more important than men?

I think it has a lot to do with history. Women haven‘t 
been in leadership positions for so long, and as a dif-
ferent gender, they offer more scope for attack when it 
comes to their looks. Men‘s suits are hardly commented 
on, but there is more diversity among women, which 
can quickly become a topic of conversation. Howe-
ver, I see this as an opportunity rather than a problem 
- we have the opportunity to make a strong impression 
through our clothes. It‘s important not to fall into provo-
cation traps: no one needs unnecessary talk.

Francoise Rousseau in her power look

„Femininity is shown 
not just through the clothes, 

but also through the 
attitude and charisma.“

Francoise Rousseau at a Luisa Cerano event

„Women already 
have enough challenges to 
overcome, so we shouldn‘t 

have to discuss their 
clothes.“
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Interview

What does mentoring mean to you personally?

For me, mentoring is about passing on experience and 
accompanying people in their development. It‘s not 
just about avoiding stumbling blocks, it‘s also about 
creating a protected space where any question is all-
owed and perspectives can grow. I find the role of the 
observer particularly exciting - finding out what a per-
son really needs without imposing their own method 
on them. In the end, what counts is that the mentee is 
empowered and inspired.

What do you expect from your time at IWiL?

From my mentorship at IWiL, I expect inspiring exchan-
ges, exciting encounters and the opportunity to share 
my experience in a meaningful way. At the same time, 
I am looking forward to learning from a younger gene-
ration - to understand their perspectives, their thinking 
and actions. Looking beyond the fringes of the indus-
try and engaging with people who are different is enri-
ching for both sides. I am excited about the next steps 
and look forward to being part of this process.

How did you get to the top of the fashion industry 
as a woman?

Above all, courage. Courage to show up and take re-
sponsibility. I‘ve always asked for more responsibility 
and carried it, which many others may not have been 
able to do. A strong network is also crucial - it‘s import-
ant to make connections and not be afraid of failure. 
My mentality has always been: go easy and don‘t be 
afraid of new challenges. The joy of trying and the urge 
to think and act differently have always driven me and 
helped me move forward. A little bit of luck is always 
part of it. Sometimes you just have to be in the right 
place at the right time and work with the right people. I 
guess for me it was a mixture of courage, hard work and 
a little bit of luck.

What skills are especially important to hold a leader-
ship position?

The key is to have a clear vision that is consistent with 
the company‘s DNA and goals. In addition, diligence 
and discipline are essential. My father always told me 
that there are many smart people out there and that 
preparation is the key to success. It takes discipline to 
stick to it and not give up. An old saying goes, „Motiva-
tion gets you started, discipline keeps you going.“

What advice would you give young women at the 
start of their careers?

My advice is simple: Trust yourself. Raise your hand and 
don‘t wait for someone to think of you. You have to take 
action yourself and say, „I want this. I dare to do this!““ 
Stand by your thoughts, never stand in the way. Even if 
you plan to have children in the future, for example, still 
apply for positions that interest you. Who knows when 
the opportunity will come? Ultimately, you‘re in charge 
of your career, so go ahead and believe in yourself!

„Sometimes you just have 
to be in the right place at the 
right time and work together 

with the right people.“

Portrait of Francoise Rousseau
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