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11. Move your map pin
In 2011, Diane Houtman, OD, MBA, took on a new job at 
Alcon as Clinical and Regulatory Affairs Liaison – a job 
that meant moving with her family to Beijing, China, on 
about 2 weeks’ notice. Dr. Houtman had never been to 
Asia and didn’t speak Chinese but she was more excited 
than nervous about the 
opportunity.

“I had started to stagnate 
in my former position 
and wanted more of a 
challenge,” she says.

The move was also 
inspired, in part, by a 
book she’d received at 
an OWL event a few 
years before: Get Ahead 
by Going Abroad, which 
features commentary 
by Jacqualyn Fouse, 
then Chief Financial 
Officer at Alcon and an 
OWL Board Director. 
The book discusses how 
smart women who are prepared to pursue opportunities 
overseas can dramatically accelerate their careers.

Dr. Houtman says that learning to bridge cultural and 
language divides to bring together the company’s 
disparate research and development efforts have been 
a boon to her career. But because she had to become 
operational quickly, there wasn’t time to take Chinese 
lessons, as her husband and 10-year-old daughter were 
doing.

“It was frustrating to rely on someone else constantly 
for communication, and I knew there were times when 
important nuances were lost in translation or simply left 
out by my translator,” she says.

These days, Dr. Houtman 
is taking on new 
challenges as 
Vice President of 
Professional Relations for 
Akorn, but she says there 
are at least three lasting 
legacies of her 18-month 
stint in China.

The first is a greater 
appreciation for the 
comforts and way of life 
at home that she might 
have taken for granted.

Additionally, “What I 
really took away from 
that experience is the 
knowledge that I can 

function anywhere, that I can face challenges and excel 
despite them,” she says.

Perhaps the most enduring legacy is that after working 
with local orphanages during her time in China, Dr. 
Houtman and her husband are now in the final stages of 
adopting a 6-year-old girl from there to join their family.       
Continued next page.

During her 18-month overseas assignment in China, Diane Houtman 
had the opportunity to travel extensively, working with clinical trial sites 
and Alcon R&D personnel in China.

Taking on 
a physical 

challenge can 
be a wonderful 
way to recharge 
your batteries 

and restore 
faith in 

yourself.
Molly Schar,

OWL Executive 
Director
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...it is possible 
to step off the 
hamster wheel 

to do some good 
in the world, 

without giving up 
one’s career.

Audrey Talley Rostov, MD

Audrey Talley Rostov, MD with daughter, Micaela, in Rajasthan 
on a camel trek.

Audrey Talley Rostov, MD with visiting surgeon, Wossen 
Mulugeta Zewdu, MD from Ethiopia.
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‘Tough Mudder’ participant, Molly Schar, second from right
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Breaking Out of the Comfort Zone  continued

The benefits of operating outside the comfort zone can be significant.

• Become passionate and energized. 
 The more we step out of our comfort zone, the easier it is to live in the state of “optimal anxiety.” Low-grade anxiety and  
 excited energy can be nearly interchangeable, depending on how we harness the emotion.

• Do more and learn new things. 
 When we decide to move away from our safe habits, we become open to new
 ways of doing things. Outside the comfort zone, we’re more productive, and willing  
 to consider different approaches. We can be creative and think outside the box.

• get okay with uncertainty. 
 When we explore the anxiety of existing outside our comfort zone, we    
 do so in a relatively low-risk environment. The more we practice living    
 with uncertainty, the better we’re prepared when we are thrown there    
 without warning.

By stretching the boundaries of your comfort zone, you can actually expand it. Make it 
a habit to stretch by trying new, smaller things all the time.

Fight “auto drive.” Go left where you normally go right. The more you are able to push 
yourself and get to that “anxiety sweet spot,” and the more you’re able to enjoy it, the 
less scary it becomes, and the greater dividends it pays.

This article started by saying the comfort zone isn’t a bad place, and it’s not. Make your 
comfort zone a “home base” where you can return and rest. It will be in your comfort 
zone where you can safely process all your new and exciting experiences, and rest up 
for your next adventure.  n

Related references
1. “The Relation of Strength of Stimulus to Rapidity of Habit-Formation.” Robert M.   
 Yerkes and John D. Dodson (1908). http://psychclassics.yorku.ca/Yerkes/Law/

2. “Anxiety Can Bring Out the Best.” Melina Beck (2012). http://online. 
 wsj.com/news/articles/SB100014240527023038364045774744514630 
 41994?mg=reno64-wsj&url=http%3A%2F%2Fonline.wsj.com%2Farticle%2F  
 SB10001424052702303836404577474451463041994.html

3. “The Science Behind Breaking Out of Your Comfort Zone (And Why You Should).” 
 Alan Henry (2013). http://lifehacker.com/the-science-of-breaking-out-of-your-comfort- 
 zone-and-w-656426705

4. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eVVXtknZVf0

5. http://frac.org/initiatives/snapfood-stamp-challenges/

Molly Schar is the executive director of Ophthalmic Women Leaders, Washington, DC. M
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Michelle Dalton, ELS, is founder of Dalton & Associates, Reading, PA.
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Career Path: 
What’s Holding You Back?
By Brad McCorkle

The most astonishing revelation of my entrepreneurial journey has been that prior 
to starting my own business, I didn’t know what I wanted to do. I didn’t even 
understand what I was well equipped to do.

Don’t misunderstand, I thought I understood my strengths, but clearly I had not 
discovered my professional passion. I couldn’t honestly answer the question, what 
do you want to do when you grow up? After a 15-year successful career in sales, my 
continued lack of contentment and clarity was a red flag. 

I’ve reflected about what was holding me back, and I believe fear was the primary culprit. Not a 
fear of success or failure, but fear of the unknown. Studies actually show1 that we fear unknown 
outcomes more than ones that we know are bad. 

I generally love routine and predictability, so setting out for unchartered territory isn’t 
something I do easily. Unknown things often feel “unsafe” to me. And because I sometimes 
struggle to find the courage to try new things, I miss experiences that would help me challenge 
inaccurate beliefs I have about things, including misconception about myself!

Before my entrepreneurial journey, I would have told you my personality was best suited for 
sales or finance, and that the creative aspect of building a business was best left to others.

Well, that just wasn’t true, but I couldn’t have known because I never really explored the 
creative aspects of my personality. I was an athlete in college, and somewhere along the way I 
got the notion that former athletes do finance and sales, so this is “who I must be.” Now that 
I’m running my own business, I find myself hiring people to handle much of our finance and 
sales, so that I can focus on the things I enjoy and am actually good at.

I ended up starting my own business in large part because I had the good fortune of walking 
closely along side a good friend as he embarked on his own entrepreneurial journey. A proverbial 
light bulb went off when he asked me to help him with a couple of creative projects related to the 
launch of his business (still not sure why he asked me for help!).

The idea of starting my own business wasn’t something I ever really gave serious consideration, 
but my fortunate exposure to my friend’s journey helped me see that I really didn’t understand 
what starting a business was all about, nor did I understand how well-suited for it I actually was.

The point isn’t to challenge you to start your own business, but to encourage you to step out 
into the professional unknown. Try new things that may feel unsafe from time to time. Perhaps 
volunteer for a project that’s outside your comfort zone. You never know what you’ll discover.  n

Related references
1. http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0005796798000850

Brad McCorkle is founder of Local Eye Site.
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