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Daring Women: Kris Hermanns Says Leaders
Must Learn to Make Good Decisions in an
Ambiguous World
The Seattle Foundation executive believes it’s important to recognize that ‘individuals and groups
may have different truths’
BY: BILL CONROY
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Kris Hermanns is a relatively new face at the long-established Seattle Foundation, which manages more than $1 billion in
philanthropic investments, but she is a veteran of the nonprofit world who has earned a national reputation as a champion of
equity and a community foundation leader.
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This past January, Hermanns took on the role of chief impact officer at the Seattle Foundation, an executive position that entails
overseeing the foundation’s existing philanthropic and program initiatives as well as developing new strategies and innovative
programs. Hermanns previously served for some six years as chief executive officer of the Seattle-area Pride Foundation, which is
focused on advancing equity and justice for the LGBTQ community. Prior to that role, Hermanns served as deputy director of the
National Center for Lesbian Rights, which is based in San Francisco.
Hermanns earned a master’s degree in education focused on administration, planning and social policy from Harvard University
and a bachelor’s degree in political science from the University of Wisconsin-Madison.
As part of the latest Daring Woman interview (/workplace/are-you-daring-woman), Hermanns shares some insights about the
barriers faced by women seeking to attain leadership roles and ways to overcome them, her views on mentors and networking,
and she also shares some advice for women starting out in their careers.
What are the most important characteristics of a good leader and what leadership traits are overrated?
Good leaders understand the importance of living in the gray and getting comfortable with the unavoidable ambiguity of our
complex world. Rather than seeing things in black and white, right or wrong, good or bad, leaders must be able to genuinely hold
and balance divergent viewpoints at the same time, understanding that individuals and groups may have different truths

and

then using that information to make difficult decisions about what is best in that moment guided by values, principles and
purpose.
Cultivating this mindset is especially helpful in dynamic and discordant situations when
leaders are challenged to be adaptive and agile. I find in my new role as Chief Impact
Officer at Seattle Foundation that these characteristics are particularly helpful as we
undertake some unprecedented efforts, bringing together cross-sector tables to advance
scalable, inclusive and equitable growth and prosperity in our region.
An overrated leadership trait is being an all-knowing, omnipotent-seeming leader with
all the answers. Instead, what is more important is valuing the importance of listening,
getting input and ideas, being willing to be flexible and have your mind changed,
recognizing that there often isn’t one right answer, and being open that you may not
know what you don’t know.
I also think that leading to disrupt for the sake of breaking things is overrated. Tearing things down and apart, or interrupting, are
important steps. They’re just not the only steps to greater impact. It works if you’re interrupting in order to get people to think and
act differently for a particular outcome that you’re clear about. Problem-posing and problem-solving need to be done hand in
hand.
As a woman, what is the most significant barrier to becoming a leader?
Historically women have been locked out of certain fields, certain roles and certain spaces because of assumptions about our
capabilities and what we should and should not be doing. This has resulted in women’s access to social, political and financial
capital being severely curtailed. In turn, these barriers have significantly compromised women’s access to realize their full
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potential as leaders. While we are making progress in changing access and inclusion for women in many arenas, there is still a
long way to go, especially for women of color.
How can women achieve more prominent roles in their organizations?
There are two key factors: centering relationships and bringing excellence. When you have genuine relationships — where there is
a sense of trust that you are someone who has the expertise or experience to deliver what is needed — supervisors and colleagues
will keep you in mind when an opportunity emerges and be an advocate for you. Leaders want to surround themselves with talent
that makes the team and organization more effective and more impactful. Be sure to demonstrate what you have to offer
prominently, take credit for your work and contributions, and lift up the work and capabilities of others on your team.
What key lessons did you learn from a woman who has inspired, mentored or sponsored you?
When I was at the University of Wisconsin-Madison as an undergrad, I did an internship at the Wisconsin Department of Human
Services, Office of Child Support. The director, Ada Skyles, was one of my supervisors. She led with a deep sense of goodness and a
lot of smarts that kept her centered on what was most important — the people the department was serving, who were most often
single mothers and their children.
Ada demonstrated the lesson of leading a principled life — understanding what you will not compromise on and knowing yourself
well enough to know what that means. She led in a very difficult and politicized environment, where there’s pressure to make
expedient decisions that are not human-centered. Ada reminded all of us that people’s lives are impacted by our work and that we
need to keep their experiences in mind because they have been given very little power to shape that themselves. She did all of that
and more, carrying herself with incredible purpose and joy.
What advice do you have for the next generation of female leaders?
My advice is: Know what matters to you. When you know yourself well enough to make your own choices about places and
positions you want to be in, you can develop purposeful relationships that are anchored by your values and the vision you have for
your life. That really allows you to be present to opportunities before you and to draw out the best of the people around you.
When I advised students at Brown University, I always urged them to put themselves in a lot of different positions to get a full
sense of what’s possible. While many times we don’t necessarily know what we want, you can get a sense of what you don’t like
and then you can take that off your list. Reflection like this means you can put your whole self in and chart the path that works for
you as you understand yourself more.
How important is networking and how do you expand your contacts?
Obviously, networking is important because most opportunities come to people because of the people they know and the places
they are positioned in. But, we’ve gotten to a place where networking is transactional. Networking used to be about the humanistic
side of our lives and relationships. It’s become more expediency, numbers and degrees of separation.
I think it’s important to show up authentically with the hope of connecting — not just with the intention that you’re going to get
something out of it. Networking needs to be about listening, being present and meeting people who may inspire you and who you
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want to be around just because of who they are. The possibilities that follow from genuine relationships are much broader and
deeper than one-dimensional connections with the immediate goal of some kind of exchange.
What would you do differently in your career?
I actually would not do anything differently. I never had a set career path. My journey has been eclectic, based a whole lot on
serendipity. It naturally grew out of the people I was surrounded by, the places I was in, and the purposefulness of the work I was
doing. Everything in my career has happened as a result of a door being opened through an existing relationship. So, I’ve always
just kept myself open to the possibilities that would emerge in a moment in time in my life.
Where will we find you on a Saturday afternoon?
You can usually find me outdoors on a Saturday afternoon — enjoying a round of golf, hiking or walking the arboretum in the
company of my partner, good friends and family.
What would be the title of your autobiography?
It would be something along the lines of: “Everything I Know I Learned on a Farm.”
Both my parents grew up on farms. When I was growing up, I worked on my grandparents’ dairy farm in a rural village in
Wisconsin. The lessons that I learned were profound — about community, perseverance, discipline, effort, patience and care — and
these lessons have stayed with me. I also learned that most things are out of my control, which is a valuable insight that I draw on
every day.

We’d love to hear from more women across all industries who are challenging the status quo. Does it sound like you? If it
does, click here (https://www.seattlebusinessmag.com/workplace/are-you-daring-woman) and fill out our questionnaire. Feel
inspired? Join us for our second Daring Women event (https://www.seattlebusinessmag.com/daring-women) on May 21, 2019.
Daring Women Q&A responses have been edited and condensed.
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Entrepreneur and Restaurateur Suji Park Has Built a Global Business Connecting People Through Food
(/daring-women-pro les/entrepreneur-and-restaurateur-suji-park-has-built-global-business-connecting)
Park’s Seattle-based food-distribution company brings the tastes of Korea to U.S. consumers
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Susan Seah, Co-Founder of the Law Firm CounselGS, Is
Passionate About Promoting Women Leaders (/daring-womenpro les/susan-seah-co-founder-law- rm-counselgs-passionate-aboutpromoting-women)
The Seattle attorney plays key roles in two groups dedicated to advancing women leadership skills
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Liz Loomis Has Built a Now Decades-Old Business Around
Her Expertise in Public A airs (/daring-women-pro les/liz-loomishas-built-now-decades-old-business-around-her-expertise-public)
Her company, Liz Loomis Public Affairs, helps taxpayer-funded entities improve communications with the
citizens they serve
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SightLife’s Claire Bonilla Has a Unique Perspective on
Leadership as the CEO of a Global Health Care
Organization (/daring-women-pro les/sightlifes-claire-bonilla-hasunique-perspective-leadership-ceo-global-health)
Prior to joining SightLife, Bonilla honed her executive skills at Microsoft overseeing the company’s efforts to
improve disaster-response efforts

DARING WOMEN

(/DARING-WOMEN-0)

https://www.seattlebusinessmag.com/daring-women-proﬁles/daring-women-kris-hermanns-says-leaders-must-learn-make-good-decisions

5/6

1/6/2020

Daring Women: Kris Hermanns Says Leaders Must Learn to Make Good Decisions in an Ambiguous World | Seattle Business Magazine

NEWSLETTER

ADVERTISE

SUBSCRIBE

ADDRESS CHANGE

CONTACT

JOBS & INTERNSHIPS

ABOUT

PRIVACY POLICY

©Copyright 2020 Tiger Oak Media. All Rights Reserved.

https://www.seattlebusinessmag.com/daring-women-proﬁles/daring-women-kris-hermanns-says-leaders-must-learn-make-good-decisions

6/6

