
HBS Alumnae Circles Discussion Topic Suggestions 
 
Below please find an initial list of discussion topic suggestions.  On an ongoing basis, the HBS 
Circles Team will add suggestions for circles meeting discussion topics/activities.  We will add 
suggestions to this document so that all of the suggested topics can sit in one place that is easy to 
access in the HBS Alumnae Circles Facilitators folder on the Google Drive.  If you have any 
suggestions to add to this list, please email Jill Fink at jfink@hbs.edu . 
 
 

● Risk.  Do you like it? What is it? How does it play out in your life? A risk you took (or 
didn’t!) and how it worked out 

 
● Emotions  – have you ever let them get the best of you in a professional setting?  Why and 

what happened afterwards? 
 

● What are some of the biggest changes  that you have seen/experienced in your lifetime? 
 

● Facilitator leads a guided* free attention session (1 to 3 minutes) asking the participants 
from the place of free attention to get a sense of what is most important for them and get 
a sense of whether or not they want to put it before the group. 

*Suggested guide instructions:  
○ Put your feet on the floor and shut your eyes, be comfortable 
○ Let your breath slow down.  Let the day’s stresses, distractions, noise fall 

away.  
○ Find some inner space and quiet.  Stay there a few moments.  
○ What comes up inside?  What are you feeling? Is there something there you 

want to process with the circle, or not. 
 

● Creativity . How do you express your own creativity in your life? 
 

● Self-care. How do you strive to take care of yourself amid taking care of others, maybe a 
career, and the pace of life today? 

 
● Self-acceptance.   Would you share something about yourself that you are still trying to 

accept – good or bad?  Any insights about the process? 
 

● Favorite quotes.  Why they mean something to you-from your past, and in your present. 
 

● Inner critic. Participants discuss the particular voice of their “inner critic” and group 
discusses how to work with the inner critic. 

 
● Share images of a 5 to 7 year vision  (of life and or career) What is your vision for yourself 

and the people around you? 
 

● Process check on the group itself: have they had notions of how they would like the group 



to be different? If so, share and discuss.  
 

● Asking For What You Need 
In a September 2016 HBS Alumni Bulletin article, “How We Make It Work”, various 
alumni who are balancing career and family offered “stories from their successes and 
struggles—their doubts, their decisions, and their daily routines.”  The first quote of the 
article reads as follows: 
“I returned at Booz Allen Hamilton fresh out of HBS, where I had committed a minimum 
of two years in exchange for partial sponsorship of my degree. The hours were intense. I 
also had this amazing new baby at home, and I was still nursing. So I asked for 
permission during my first few months to travel on consulting engagements with a 
newborn and a babysitter. Booz was not only accommodating but also, looking back, 
didn’t lower its expectations for me.  Generally, my experience has led me to conclude 
there is no formulaic approach that will work for all. Rather, I hope more women will 
speak up, even if they believe their suggestions or needs may be unconventional.” 

—Ahalya Nava (MBA 2002), private investor, senior executive 

This quote highlights the both obvious and elusive idea of asking for what you need instead 
of expecting friends/partners/employers to know what you need and deliver.  How many of 
us hit roadblocks in our careers and relationships when our needs aren't being met but we 
either don't think of speaking up or don't know how to ask for what we need?  How can we 
retrain our brains to set ourselves, our careers, our relationships up for success by putting 
expectations aside and asking for what we want? 

  
● The Obstacle is the Way 

"The Obstacle is the Way" by Ryan Holiday 
( https://www.amazon.com/ Obstacle-Way-Timeless-Turning-Triumph/dp/1591846358) is a 
quick read, rooted in stoic philosophy, which discusses ways to turn professional and 
personal challenges into opportunity.  The book takes a look at historical and modern day 
figures who have excelled at the art of “turning obstacles upside down.”  If you don’t have 
time to read the book, below is a slideshow and a short video that summarize the main 
ideas in the book (all sort of obvious but it's funny how the obvious eludes us sometimes). 
Are there any obstacles present in your life right now that might benefit from applying 
some of these ideas? 

Slideshow Summary: 
http://www.slideshare.net/ryanholiday/10-strategies-for-turning- obstacles -into-opportunitie
s/24-The_impediment_to_action_advances 
 
Video Summary: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2rQfr7XAQi0 
 



● For those circles who are comfortable having a conversation about politics:  How are 
you feeling about the early days of the new administration?  Recognizing that there may 
exist opposing views within your circle, can we explore each others’ feelings, history and 
rationale behind our opinions in a respectful way so that we can make progress by 
understanding each other better?  If your circle members all share the same view, how are 
the different women amongst us taking action?  

 
● Hopes for 2020: Describe your ideal vision for 2020 on a personal and/or professional 

level.  What are your goals for the year?  How do you plan to work towards achieving 
them? Are there intentions that you had last year that you did not fulfill?  Should you renew 
them?  Knowing that reaching your ideal can be an overwhelming task, write down two or 
three actions that you can start doing now to help get you closer to your visions and goals. 
Your circle could revisit this question each month to check in on whether you took action 
and if you’re ready to add new actions to your list. 

 
● Interesting Article for Discussion: The Internal Marriage Tax of Women M.B.A.s 

http://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2017/04/single-women-m-b-a-s-will-downplay-career
-ambitions-to-preserve-options-on-the-marriage-market/?utm_source=SilverpopMailing&u
tm_medium=email&utm_campaign=04.10.2017%20(1) 

 
● What is the impact in your personal and professional life to have “ HBS blood in your 

veins?”  Have you done enough?  Are you on a good enough path? 
 

● What have people’s experiences been with respect to navigating difficult conversations  in 
the workplace?  What has worked in your experience?  What hasn’t? 

 
● Share stories of negotiation  inside and outside the workplace.  How did you approach your 

request?  Were there strategies that worked particularly well in preparing and/or carrying 
out the negotiation?  Were you surprised by the experience or the outcome?  

 
● What do you hope your legacy  will be? 

 
● Do you feel engaged  at work/at home/socially/in your community to a level that satisfies 

you?  What does this look like? How do you select where to engage when you are 
bombarded with opportunities?  How do you find compelling opportunities to engage when 
those that are right in front of you don’t sufficiently move you? 

 
● Side Hustle – what is your side passion project or what do you want it to be?  How can 

your circles members help you realize it? 
 

● Simple subjects : 
○ Failure 
○ Relationships 
○ Sustaining Yourself 

 



● What purchase of less than $100 has impacted your life in a positive way? 
 

● Have everyone take out their keychains  and tell a short story about each of the keys on the 
keychain. 

 
● In your life, which has more often come first: trust or vulnerability ?  Do you need to trust 

people in order to express vulnerability, or do you need to share your vulnerability in order 
to determine if you can trust someone?  How does this play out in your personal life?  In 
your professional life? 

 
● Harvest: Fall is the time of the harvest. Some of us may know the joys of planting and 

growing a garden in the summer and harvesting its produce in the late summer and fall.  Is 
there something in your personal or professional life that you have “planted” and have been 
nurturing that you are almost ready to harvest?  If not, is there a metaphorical garden that 
you would like to start to grow and harvest in the future?  Did you once have a 
metaphorical garden that you neglected and would like to revive? 

 
● The Sunday of Summer: Many of you have probably heard people analogize summer to a 

weekend.  June feels like a Friday night with the whole weekend ahead of you, July is 
Saturday when you’re in the groove of the weekend and enjoying life and August is 
Sunday, when you are still relaxing but feeling the time ticking away to Monday morning. 
As the summer draws to a close, what does everyone plan to do with what’s left of their 
summer Sunday?  Is the time best use as a “day of rest” or should you be using the balance 
of August to plan for the start of a “new week” (a.k.a. the fall)?  Should you use it for a 
little of both?  What are some of the top things you’d like to use your summer Sunday for 
before the sun sets on summer? 

 
● December Exercise - Taking Stock and Looking to the Future:  Now is a great time for 

the group to take stock of their time together this past year.  What were the highlights? 
What could the group do better?  Are the any ideas of new exercises, discussion topics, 
venues, etc. that the group would like to try in the new year?  Are there themes that came 
out of this past year that were particularly helpful, or new themes that the group would like 
to focus on in 2018.  How can the circle set themselves up for an energizing, fresh 2018 
with each other? 
 

● “Celebrate what you want to see more of”  This idea is from writingprompts.tumblr.com 
and is inspired by the above quote from a business management writer named Tom Peters. 
Take a moment to reflect on the last few days, weeks, months of your life. What have you 
noticed, observed, witnessed or experienced that you want to see more of?  Describe and 
celebrate what comes to mind.  What can you do to make more of this happen?  

 
● Changemaking Mentality: In the February 8 th New York Times article, “ Everyone a 

Changemaker ,” David Brooks talks to Bill Drayton, the man who coined the term “Social 
Entrepreneur” about his belief in the importance of being a changemaker and raising the 
next generation to have a “changemaking mentality.”  Can you think of a time when you 



saw something that needed fixing and became an agent of change? If you can, how did the 
experience make you feel?  How did it change your mindset when presented with other 
challenges?  If you can’t think of a time when you were an agent of change, can you think 
of a missed opportunity?  What could you have done?  What stands in your way of 
believing you can make positive change in your own life? At work?  In your community? 
In the world? 
 

● A Rube Goldberg Machine is a contraption that accomplishes a very simple task in a very 
complicated manner.  Is there something in your daily routine, something you are trying to 
accomplish at work or something that is dysfunctional in your personal life that needs to be 
“de-Rube Goldberg-ed”?  How might you be overcomplicating it?  What are some ways to 
simplify your approach to this routine, challenge, thought process? 
 

● What role have traditions played in your life?  Are there family traditions that shape your 
childhood memories?  What traditions do you instill in your life today?  Have you carried 
on old traditions or created new ones?  Are there traditions that you don’t practice now that 
you would like to form for the future?  How do these traditions impact your life 
experience?  Your values?  The way you interpret the world? 
 

● For many, summer is a time when we can slow down a little bit, take a breath, and catch up 
on the things that have fallen by the wayside throughout the year.  If you have time to 
tackle one project this summer – at work, at home, in a volunteer role, as a personal goal – 
what will you dive into?  How will getting this project done impact your career, your 
household, your well-being?  Could it help to create space to get more things done that 
you’ve been holding off on?  What tools (accountability partners, a detailed week-by-week 
plan, etc.) can you use to make sure you seize this summer opportunity and complete the 
task, so you don’t end up empty handed on Labor Day?  
 

● If you were given two extra hours each week for a year and you were not permitted to use 
them for work, family, housework or exercise, what would you do with them? 

 
● What are the top three “buckets” on which you currently judge your success in life?  How 

have these buckets changed from the past, if at all? Do you expect these to recede and 
others to become more prominent in the future? What are some ways you can fill your 
regrettably empty buckets?  Some examples of buckets are: 

○ Economic: how much you’ve earned 
○ Social Impact: how much “good” have you contributed to the world? 
○ Parenting : how well have you raised your children? 
○ Relationships : how fulfilling has your relationship been with your partner? 
○ Friendship : have you developed the types/numbers of/depth of friendships that you 

would have liked? 
○ Extracurricular : Have you rounded yourself out through hobbies and interests? 
○ Travel: Have you seen as much of the world as you would have liked? 
○ Pure Fun : How much fun have you allowed yourself to have across all aspects of 

your life? 



 
● What advice do you think your 10-year (or 20-year) older self would give you today? 

What advice would you give your 10-year (or 20-year) younger self?  
 

● Where do you fall on the spectrum of free spirit to control-seeking perfectionist? How does 
this tendency shape your decisions at work, your interactions with your 
peers/family/partners, your productivity, your creativity, your general happiness?  If you 
could, would you change where you fall on this continuum?  If yes, what are some easy 
practices that could help you move the needle? 
 

● We often begin the year looking inward, assessing what we’d like to change and improve 
about ourselves and our own lives.  Take a moment to look outward.  What are some ways 
we can lift others up around us?  Is there a colleague you can make more of an effort to 
champion or support?  Are there family members who can use a little more of your focus? 
Is there an organization you’ve been wanting to volunteer some time with?   Make a list of 
three outward looking goals to work on between now and your next circle meeting and 
check back in next month to share what impact pursuing those goals has had on you and 
those around you. 
 

● At work and home, most of us generally spend much of our time executing, multitasking 
and digging into the details.  But what about vision?  Whether it’s the strategic vision for 
your business, a vision of how you’d like to improve certain family relationships, or any 
other type of vision, do you carve time out to stop and really think about what that vision 
looks like and how you can communicate and achieve it?  Go around the group and share 
your vision for something important in your life.  What does it look like today and how do 
you ideally envision it in the future?  What are some steps you can take to begin to make 
your vision a reality?  Write down those steps and check in on your progress with your 
circle in your next meeting. 
 

● In honor of International Women’s Day, Fortune asked 14 female executives what their 
superpower is at work, or what superpower they wish they had. 
( http://fortune.com/2019/03/08/international-womens-day-superpowers/ ) What would you 
consider your most valuable superpower either at work or outside of work?  What 
superpower do you wish you had and why? Is it possible to find a realistic path to 
developing that superpower? 
 

● In HBR’s August 2018 article, How Women Can Get What They Want in a Negotiation 
( https://hbr.org/2018/08/how-women-can-get-what-they-want-in-a-negotiation ), Suzanne 
de Janasz and Beth Cabrera describe five strategies that can help women negotiate more 
effectively.  Do you consider yourself a good, bad or average negotiator? Share a past 
struggle or win in this area.  What are some ways you can work on improving this skill? 
How can your circle support each other the next time a member has an opportunity to flex 
her negotiating skills? 

 
● Watch Jia Jiang’s hilarious and insightful TED talk on rejection either before your next 



circles gathering or together with your circle.  
https://www.ted.com/talks/jia_jiang_what_i_learned_from_100_days_of_rejection .  
  
What has your relationship been to failure and rejection throughout your life?  How has it 
impacted your big life decisions, job searches, negotiations?  Share a story about your own 
rejection or failure and how it shaped your path. What can you change about the way you 
perceive and process rejection and failure to open your life up to more possibility? 
 

● HBS’s mission is to educate leaders who make a difference in the world.  With that in 
mind, would you describe yourself as an activist?  If yes, how have you engaged in your 
cause?  What has been most fruitful and rewarding?  What has been most frustrating?  If 
no, why haven’t you engaged?  Is there an issue that you might like to get involved in? 
What are some small steps to get started?  
 

● What are some preconceived ideas that you have about introverts and extroverts?  Where 
do you think you fall on the introvert/extrovert spectrum?  What about your family 
members, friends and co-workers? How can a better understanding of the needs and inner 
workings of each personality type result in a more productive work environment, more 
effective parenting and a more harmonious family dynamic?  
 
Exercise Resource : Quiet: The Power of Introverts : 
https://www.quietrev.com/susan-cain-quiet-podcast/   This is a terrific podcast exploring 
introverts.  If you search the website for “extroverts” you’ll find a wealth of posts about the 
differences between extroverts and introverts. 

 
● Personal: Share your thoughts and stories about what “home” means to you? Is it the place 

where you live now or the place you grew up?  Is it not a place but a person or people? 
Perhaps it is just a feeling or a memory?  How does your association with “home” 
influence you today? 
 

● Professional:   As we move into the last quarter of the year, spend some time reflecting 
with your circle on your professional (or if you are not in the workforce, your 
volunteer/parenting/caregiving/etc.) experience in 2019 so far.  If you set goals in the 
beginning of the year, how are they panning out and is there any action you want to take 
before the year ends? What are you most proud of?  What needs to be placed on the 2020 
goals list? 
 

● The holidays are a time for gathering.  When you gather, whether with family and friends 
or at work for meetings, how often do you stop and think about why you are gathering, 
what the goal of the gathering is and how best to achieve that goal? By stopping to 
think about these questions before you plan, what are some ways you can make your next 
meeting more productive, your Thanksgiving dinner more soulful, your next dinner party 
more engaging or your next Circle gathering more inspiring? 
 

● Use this last Circle gathering of the year to reflect on 2019 by asking each other any 



number of the following 10 questions (or others that you can think of): 
○ What is one thing that happened in 2019 that you will remember for the rest of your 

life? 
○ What is one thing that happened in 2019 that you’d like to forget? 
○ How did another person help you in 2019 in a way that made a difference? 
○ How did you help someone else in 2019 in a way that made a difference? 
○ Do you feel you have grown this year?  In what way and what context? 
○ Did you pick up any good habits in 2019 that you are happy about? 
○ What 2019 accomplishment(s) are you most proud of? 
○ How did you struggle this year and what did you learn from it? 
○ What was a highlight of your time together this year as a Circle? 
○ When did you laugh the hardest or have the most fun this year? 

 
● One of the most common recommendations on how to foster a growth mindset in children, 

is to not to praise kids on their abilities but focus on the process .  Rather than telling your 
daughter she is great at math, tell her you liked the way she thought hard about what 
strategy to use when solving her math homework.  When faced with failure, emphasize 
their capacity to learn  and that while they can’t do it YET, if they try different strategies 
and keep at it, something that seems hard now will become very doable. 

  
Discussion Questions: 
1. How much do you judge your performance, success, worth on the end game vs. 
the process?  

  
2. Do you value yourself for the things you are good at? Do you value yourself for 
your willingness to learn? How do each of these angles contribute to our self-evolution?  

  
3. When is the last time you faced something that seemed impossible but instead of 
giving up, you stuck with it and turned into something that was completely achievable?  

  
4. What are some ways to foster your own growth mindset, now? 
 

● How Well Do You Listen? 
Listening is a skill that we tend to take for granted, like breathing.  But if we pause and 
consider how well we actually listen to co-workers, friends and family on a day-to-day 
basis, we might be surprised to find out that most people are pretty mediocre listeners.  In 
advance of your next circle gathering, read  THIS  New York Times article on the art of 
listening and consider these questions with your group: 

1.     How well do you listen?  Are you guilty of anticipating what someone is going 
to say before they say it? Thinking about your next comment while they are 
speaking? Checking your texts under the table mid-conversation? 
2.     What are some ways you’d like to try to improve your listening skills? Can 
you come up with a specific listening goal to try to accomplish in the next month? 
3.     How can your circle work on these skills within your monthly circle 
discussions? 



● Out of the Blue Thank Yous 
Bring some blank stationery to your next circle gathering and spend 10-15 minutes writing 
a thank you note or two to someone (alive or departed) who has had a meaningful impact 
on your life.  Share who you chose to write to with the circle and why.  If you’re feeling 
bold, mail the thank you note.  
  
*This exercise was suggested to us by Barbara Keck of San Francisco City Circle #14.  Her 
circle did this exercise in December and several group members have experienced truly 
moving results in response to their notes. 

 
● International Women’s Day: In honor of International Women’s Day, which occurred on 

March 8 th, talk with your circle about the ways in which you support, and have been 
supported by, women.  Whether within your family, at work, or in your community, share a 
meaningful story related to this topic.  Discuss commitments that you can all make in the 
next year to help further support women and encourage others to do so as well. 

 
● What’s Really Holding Women Back? Thanks to Jill Aufricht (SFP Facilitator Lead) for 

sharing this very interesting HBR article written by Robin Ely and Irene Padavic exploring 
what holds women back from advancing in the workplace. 
https://hbr.org/2020/03/whats-really-holding-women-back . 

 
● Coaching Tools/Exercises: Thanks to Alix Franquet for sharing the following ideas (and 

attached templates) and exercises to use over time with your circle: 
  

● Your life in a minute icebreaker: Go around the room, each person gets 1 min to 
tell their life story (use a timer, stop exactly at 1 min). Go around the room again 
and tell your life story again without using any of the info you shared in the 1st 
round. Do as many rounds as you'd like. 

● Wheel of Life (template attached): share a reflection with the group about what 
stands out to you, pick a section of the wheel and choose a goal that you think 
would help increase your satisfaction level. Note that wheel of life ratings are your 
own level of satisfaction, not a measure of where you think you are or should be 
(ex: you could have $0 in the bank and be thrilled about it which would still give 
you a score of 10/10). 

● Reflection booklet (template attached) 
● Positive psychology: this is a great resource with exercises you can adapt for your 

group (ex: gratitude exercises similar to the Feb one suggested by Barbara) 
https://ggia.berkeley.edu 

● Coaching Tools : there are free coaching tools here: 
https://www.thecoachingtoolscompany.com/free_coaching_tools/ 

● Reboot Accel's personal inventory (template attached) 
 

● In adjusting to all that has changed in the last few weeks, share one thing that has been 
challenging for you and one thing that has been pleasantly surprising for you. 

  



● One tactic that may be helpful in dealing with anxiety caused by the coronavirus pandemic 
is something called temporal distancing .  This involves focusing your thoughts on a point 
in the future when we’re out of the woods. With your Circle, explore some questions that 
fast forward you to the post-corona world: 

○ When social distancing is over and you return to your regularly scheduled life, do 
you think perspective you gained from this time will lead you to change the way 
you operate in any way? 

○ What positive impacts do you think this experience will have in the years to come 
on big topics like climate change and the way people work together? 

 
● While the last few months have been challenging, uncertain, even scary, it is OK to take 

some time to pause the negative and think about the positive.  What is something positive 
that you think might come out of this unprecedented time for you personally, your family, 
your career, the world?  Are there new opportunities that have arisen for you (or will arise) 
that didn’t exist before? How can you start to take action to seize them? 

 
● This month, our suggested discussion topic relates to the events of the past few weeks. 

Before you begin, please start with the reminder that this is a circle of women whom you 
trust and respect and should be a safe place to be able to explore tough and painful topics 
together.  

  
Over the past several weeks, we have witnessed shocking events and public outcry amid 
the ongoing Covid-19 crisis — the despicable deaths of George Floyd, Brianna Taylor and 
Ahmaud Arbery were unspeakably tragic and undeniably unjust.  As the protests continue, 
the US is at a watershed moment regarding the fight to end racism and discrimination and 
to create true social justice and an equitable criminal justice system.  This month, let’s 
reflect on this together. How are you processing it and what action will you take?  

 
● In Meditations , Marc Aurelius wrote, “The directing mind is that which wakes itself, adapts 

itself, makes itself of whatever nature it wishes, and makes all that happens to it appear in 
the way it wants.”  

  
Can you think of a time when you achieved this ideal?  Is there something you are facing 
now at home, at work, with friends, or in the greater world that could use a dose of your 
own directing mind?  What might be the first steps to taking control of your inner 
monologue to shape your outcome and make all that happens to you appear in the way you 
want? 

 
● Circles are all about vulnerability.  The way to access the magic of your Circle is to take 

the risk of opening yourself up and sharing your authentic self, your hopes, your fears, your 
triumphs and your failures.  The August 13 th, 2020 New York Times  article,  “Why Be 
Vulnerable?”   explores the idea of opening up and how, according to renown vulnerability 
expert Brené Brown, it can “make way for courage, love, joy and possibility.”  For your 
August meeting, discuss the NYT article together and reflect on how each of you has 
allowed yourself to be vulnerable (or not) with your Circle and how the Circle as a whole 



can create an environment that encourages opening up and true authenticity. 
 

● As the summer comes to a close and we move into the last 3 rd of 2020, we are all dealing 
with a heaping dose of uncertainty. The reality is, pandemic or no pandemic, life is always 
uncertain. The more tools we have to navigate not knowing what is to come, the calmer, 
happier and more effective we become.  

 
Read “Seven Ways to Cope with Uncertainty ”, by Christine Carter and discuss the various 
tools presented in the article.  Which methods jump out at you?  Have you used these 
before? Are there others not listed that you find effective?  How can you use these tools to 
navigate uncertainty in your personal, family or professional life? 
  
Alternatively, or in addition,  THIS  article, “Your ‘Surge Capacity’ Is Depleted – It’s Why 
You Feel Awful” is also helpful and a great discussion starter if members of your circle are 
feeling particularly stressed lately. 
 

 


