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Good morning and thank you. It’s a pleasure to be here. 

Thank you Carman for that lovely introduction. I want to recognize a few folks before I begin. We’re here today because of Joi Gordon, CEO of Dress for Success. Thank you Joi for everything you do, and for inviting me to be with you today.

I also want to thank Denalerie Johnson, executive vice president of workforce development at Dress for Success, whose leadership is making such a difference in women’s lives.

Women from our industry are making a real impact in the lives of the women Dress for Success serves. I’d like to thank Leslie Ehrlich, formerly of Citi, who was instrumental in building the financial literacy program at Dress for Success. 

We’re also very fortunate to have with us this morning Pansy Oliver-Dones, a Dress for Success client and a graduate of its Financial Literacy Program. Pansy, you’re an inspiration—thanks for being here. 

And finally, I’d like to thank my former colleagues from Citi and my current colleagues from RBS and Citizens for being here and supporting Dress for Success. 

Thank you all for being here today.

I have to admit, not only did I think about what I was going to SAY today, but I also may have thought more about what I was going to WEAR. 
After all, I can’t think of a more important audience—talented, accomplished, powerful, engaging women, making contributions every day to the financial services industry and our economy. We are an amazing network of women. We work together, and sometimes we compete against each other, but we have in common our passion for the business and our passion for seeing women advance. 
It is really great to see you all here, and I want to thank you again for making the time to come.

When we think about the work of Dress for Success, we can’t help but think about it literally: the value of putting your best foot forward by presenting yourself as a professional, dressed smart and ready to work. And as I was preparing to speak with you today, I laughed when I remembered buying my first work suit.  

I was right out of college and about to start a job at Chase Manhattan Bank. So of course, I went to Brooks Brothers and bought a navy-blue gabardine suit—a skirt suit, of course, with a double-breasted jacket decorated with gold sailor buttons. I got an Oxford-style pink shirt with a round white collar, topped off, if you can imagine, with a little push from the salesperson, with a silk burgundy bow at the neck. The salesperson tied it for me. Yes, it was a woman-tie!  If you’re trying to guess the decade, think “When Harry Met Sally.”  It was quite the look at the time.  And of course, I wore a pearl necklace, and matching pearl earrings. 

But wouldn’t you know, the first day I wore that suit, I couldn’t figure out how to tie the bow! I stood in front of the mirror and tried and tried and finally I just gave up; I just didn’t wear it. Still, the company was filming me that day for an internal video, and boy, did I think I’d made it, wearing that brand-new suit that I’d paid for with my own money, riding up that long escalator in the lobby of One New York Plaza. The lobby had huge, plate glass windows and I could see the blue of the East River behind me. And even though I couldn’t figure out how to tie that bow, I truly felt “dressed for success.”  Of course, that was just the first step. But looking the part made me feel I could do my part.

I’ve been thinking about that word, “success.” It’s an interesting word to reflect upon given what we’ve seen and experienced over the past year. As we work to put the companies and the communities we serve back on track and help drive the economic turnaround, as we work to keep our own careers on track, it’s a good time to re-evaluate what success is all about.    
As professionals, we focus on outcomes and results. But it’s important to remember that becoming a success isn’t about any single job, any accomplishment or promotion, any single deal closed or bonus received. A career is a series of steps, a series of lessons—some tougher than others. It’s a series of wins and losses, triumphs and failures. It’s about what you do, learn and contribute along the way. And so we must stop at each of those steps and measure our success—even as we continue to move forward. 

I believe Dress for Success is about those steps as well. Do the clothes make the woman? No, but they can supply some much-needed courage to women who are trying to become better.  Lance Armstrong, who knows a thing or two about success, has said, “It’s not about the bike.” And ultimately, it’s not about the suit, but what it takes to get up in the morning, put it on, and try again.

Dress for Success serves women who face tremendous challenges, from losing their jobs, to escaping domestic violence, homelessness, health crises and other personal challenges. Each step they take towards economic independence – from simply gathering the strength to come forward and seek help, to job training, mentoring support, and learning new skills – should be applauded.
For these women, finding work is only the start. Success is defined by the economic independence that leads to dignity and respect, to self-worth, confidence and being part of a community.

My own first steps, quite literally, were not too far from here. I grew up in the Bronx in a traditional Italian family. It was a close-knit community of families and family-owned businesses—and my dad owned one of them. Hard work and family were everything—and they still are everything to me. 

I began working towards my own economic independence as a teenager; first in my dad’s store, then, in high school, as a waitress at an ice cream parlor. While I was in college I worked as a residential advisor and an assistant geology lab instructor, and during the summers I worked as a camp counselor for grown-ups going to tennis camp. I grew up valuing hard work—and I haven’t stopped working hard since!

It took many more steps to bring me to where I am today.  As Chairman and CEO of Citizens Financial Group, I lead the tenth-largest bank in the United States. With $153 billion in assets and 23,000 employees, we have a 12-state footprint, and we operate as a subsidiary of The Royal Bank of Scotland Group. 

Being part of RBS has meant great opportunities for our customers, clients and partners, but it’s also brought the global economic crisis into our backyard. This has been an incredibly difficult year, for my company, for my colleagues, and for so many of the companies we work with. 

· It was a year of daily three a.m. calls for contingency planning; we would review the latest numbers, and then get information out before the day began to all of our branches and bankers, to keep everyone calm and focused.

· It was a year where we had to tell our employees that we were now majority-owned by the UK government—and as a consequence, compensation would be slashed and deferred, but we would do our best to keep our teams intact. 

· It was a year when I hit the road and did more than two-dozen town hall meetings in as many cities over a month to demonstrate confidence in the business and in our employees. 

· And it was a year when, despite the challenges and chaos, there were still opportunities to innovate and respond to consumers’ new and urgent needs. We started a new program to help people buy homes. We helped families save money for college, and we launched an initiative to help pay for college when the student loan program suffered significant blows. 

Yes, it’s been a tough year. Sometimes we need to remind ourselves that much of the crisis was caused by a relatively small number of bad apples. We have many good people in our industry, and now we’re bearing the burden of working to rebuild trust in financial services. 
But from where I sit, it’s also been an enormously rewarding year, in that I’ve learned so much from every step along the way and benefited from the hard work and dedication of my colleagues around the globe. In fact, I can’t thank our employees enough for their tireless commitment to our company and our customers over the past year.
Like any female senior executive, particularly in a male-dominated industry, I’ve faced my share of challenges. So I’m often asked for advice on how people, particularly women, can succeed. Here are the five best lessons I can offer:
First, and most importantly, your most critical asset is your integrity: the reputation and the trust of your colleagues and clients that you build over the lifetime of your career. Your integrity comes from your credibility with regulators and clients, and it comes from how you treat people, from the receptionist to the chairman. These qualities are always with you and will shape your career and the opportunities before you. Your reputation is tested even more in a crisis—guard it wisely, and serve it well. 

Second, take advantage of every opportunity, even the ones that may not seem as direct. Don’t be shortsighted. You may not follow a perfectly linear path, and your goals may change along the way. You may have to take a lateral move. 
Even more, you have to ask for what you want. Sometimes it’s a shock to learn that hard work alone is not enough to push you forward. Earlier in my career, I was waiting to get a promotion; I knew my division had the best numbers, I thought I was a shoe-in for the job. I asked a colleague why I hadn’t gotten the offer, and he told me people thought I wasn’t tough enough, that I was too soft-spoken. His honesty was a gift. I went back to my office and made an appointment to see the head of the division the next day. I went down to New York and presented my case, my numbers, told him why I wanted the job. And you know what? He called the next day to make the offer. 

Third, don’t try to be somebody that you’re not. Lead with your strengths. Do what you’re good at and do what you love.  And think about how those skills and strengths can be applied in many different settings.

Fourth, stick to it. Nothing happens without a lot of hard work and commitment, a truckload of time and a pile of personal sacrifices. But you have to be patient. There are times you’ll want to throw in the towel. You see strategies that you don’t support, you may work for or with people who you don’t think are competent. Remember that things can change very quickly in business, and you have to hang in there to realize your goals. 

And finally, know what works for you and your own personal situation. Being married, having children, the demands of your spouse’s job, single parenting….whatever your situation, you have to figure out the support network that works for you. Be realistic—there is no perfect balance. But you can work out a situation that meets your needs and keeps you sane and engaged. 

I believe we ultimately define our success through leadership. And in my experience I’ve discovered three core qualities among successful leaders. Rather than the ABCs, remember it as the “CDPs”: Communication, Decision-making, and Process.

Let me tell you what I mean. 

Communicate, and communicate well – it may be the most critical part of successful leadership. 
Communications is about listening as well as sharing, about understanding the needs not only of your customers, but also of your direct reports and employees across the organization. Remember, like a game of telephone, information can get distorted. In particular the people closest to you may tell you what they think you want to hear. Honesty is incredibly valuable. You need to understand what’s really going on, from the ground up.  
Make decisions quickly and effectively. When in doubt, follow your gut; it’s most likely you’re doing the right thing. I’ve learned it’s better to make a decision, and be right most of the time, than not make a decision at all. Making a difficult decision and having a difficult conversation, as hard as it may be, will facilitate progress. 

And lastly, it’s not enough to have a strategy and a vision. You need a business process that enables you to execute on your vision. You need metrics, evidence, and sound strategy. If you can’t measure it, you can’t improve it. Pick a few vital metrics that you want to improve, and focus. And you must embrace change. It’s simple evolution. If you don’t embrace change, you don’t succeed.  

Which brings me back to the question I first raised: what does success mean now? It’s increasingly evident that success isn’t just about what you do for yourself, or even your colleagues and your company. It’s what you do for your community as well.

As professionals and leaders in our field, I feel we have an obligation to give back. One of the things that attracted me to join Citizens is the bank’s long heritage of volunteerism and contributing to the communities we serve, and the innovative programs of our charitable foundation. 

For example, over the last 15 years, we have given paid three-month sabbaticals to more than 80 of my colleagues so they can work in local non-profits of their choice. 

We give backpacks filled with school supplies for underserved youngsters heading back to school each fall.
And we give unrestricted grants to small non-profits that are making a difference throughout the region we serve through our Champions In Action program. 
We know from these ongoing efforts that the demand for services like those of Dress for Success is greater than ever. In this economic environment, you can do so much more than just write a check.   

· Think about volunteering. There are lots of opportunities—from channeling your inner stylist to mentoring.

· Offer your professional expertise around specific issues like financial planning. 

· Motivate with your own story, by volunteering as a guest speaker.

· Enlist your company to support Dress for Success.

· And clean out your closet! 

It might amaze you to see what a difference you can make.

You are in this room; you are already achieving great things. You’re surviving in the toughest economic environment in decades. As prosperity returns, you are part of making that happen. Is it easy? No. But never forget what they said about Ginger Rogers, “She did everything Fred Astaire did, but backwards and wearing high heels.” And she sure didn’t do it wearing a woman-tie!

So I would ask each of you, as you think about the women who will benefit from your generosity, consider this question:  how do I define success?  But don’t stop there. I want you to ask yourself what your next step will be, and the one after that. 

And when you take that next step, I would ask you to trust your instincts. 

Take ownership for your path and the choices you make, lead with your strengths, commit to your goals, and know yourself and your priorities. I have found – since that first important day in my navy blue suit – that while it is nice to look good in your clothes, it is ultimately more important to be comfortable in your own skin. 

Thank you for this morning—for helping other women take their own steps towards independence.  Certainly, there will be no greater measure of our own success than what we give back in our work and in our lives. I look forward to seeing what you do. 
Thank you!
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