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As president of Edelman Canada, Lisa Kimmel 

heads up a team of over 260 professionals while 
juggling the demands of being a working parent. 
In an industry known for having too few women 

in the top jobs, let alone ones with young families, 
I asked Lisa to share how she manages to navigate 

both worlds and whether “leaning in” is the answer.

GRM  You’ve been working in PR for close to two decades and, 

since 2002, with Edelman. Set the context for us around what it’s 

like to work at Edelman and the focus of the work you do.

LK  Working at Edelman is fun, challenging—and different—every 

day. It’s truly inspiring for me to work with some of the best minds 

in the business, both nationally and globally. Our job at Edelman is 

to evolve, promote and protect our clients’ brands and corporate 

reputations by engaging their stakeholders across all media 

channels. Our areas of specialized expertise include planning and 

creative, insights and analytics, crisis and risk, earned media, paid 

media and digital, financial communications and public affairs. 

As president of Edelman Canada, I provide senior counsel to clients 

and am responsible for Canadian strategy development and 

execution. I also drive new business efforts for the agency on a 

national basis.  

 LISA KIMMEL 
President, Edelman Canada

with GLAIN ROBERTS-McCABE
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GRM  Before taking the top job in 

Canada, you were the GM of the 

Toronto office for a number of years. 

What would you say is your personal 

brand as a leader and how, if at all, 

have you had to adjust your approach 

moving from the local GM role to leading the country?

LK  My leadership style is very much about being inclusive and 

collaborative. When I became general manager back in 2009, 

our office lacked vision, effective internal communications and 

leadership. To address this, I did a number of things: first, I formed 

a Toronto leadership team (TLT) consisting of all of our practice, HR 

and finance leaders. I created a vision statement for the Toronto 

office—to be the best communications firm in Toronto, both 

inside and out—and empowered the TLT to co-create the first-ever 

Edelman Toronto employee engagement plan, featuring key ‘pillars’ 

to be executed by committee. Almost three-quarters of the office 

volunteered for a committee and all employees continue to provide 

input into our annual plans. 

I’ve made minor alterations that made a deep-seated, positive 

impact. For instance, I instituted the 7-to-7 ‘rule,’ which prohibits 

sending work emails outside of a 7:00 am to 7:00 pm window, 

unless it’s an absolute emergency.  

I also started Learn with Lisa desksiders, which give employees at 

any level the chance to shadow me for a week. These sessions  

are completely transparent; the employees have the chance to 

attend all of my meetings and phone calls to really see what I do  

on a daily basis.  

I’ve had the satisfaction of seeing real measurable results from this 

leadership style. Through our employee engagement survey, we 

saw year-over-year job satisfaction rise almost ten points in my 
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first year as GM of the Toronto office, and satisfaction with office 

communications made a similar jump. In turn, we saw higher 

retention numbers. All of 

these changes have not 

only resulted in happier 

employees, but they’ve 

also helped us navigate 

through important 

business changes, too.  

I’ve only been in my role as president for a few months so far, but my 

leadership style hasn’t and won’t change. It’s very important for me 

to collaborate not only with the general managers across the country, 

but to hear from employees too on what’s important to them. In 

June, we launched a national newsletter and an online suggestion 

box where people can anonymously submit suggestions and 

questions that I personally review. I’m really excited about building a 

true “One Canada” approach. 

Leadership Tip

Include your employees in your 
planning process to increase job 

satisfaction and retention. 
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GRM  Sheryl Sandberg has asserted that women need to “lean in” 

more and speak up for themselves. What’s your take on the “lean in” 

message?

LK  The “lean in” conversation is really about defining for yourself 

what “leaning in” and “having it all” actually means, because many 

women are trying to be too many things to too many people. 

I think the conversation should be about doing less, better. Being 

more focused, prioritizing, and doing those few things very, very well.   

But the key is that the onus is on the individual woman to ensure 

that she’s on the path that she wants to be on – and that however 

she’s defined what success looks like, that she’s put a plan in place to 

achieve it. No one is going to do that for her. These are the four things 

in particular that I always tell women to think about:  

Know what you want 

So many of us think we 

understand our goals, but 

few take the time to truly 

consider what that entails. 

Where do you want to be 

next year? Five years from now? What does that mean in practical 

terms? And more importantly, why are those goals important to you? 

Articulate your plan 

Desire is a great thing, but if you don’t have a roadmap, you’ll spend 

too much time working on the wrong things, spending too long in 

one job, and perhaps even taking the wrong job. 

Ask for what you want  

It’s fine to have a plan, but you need to share your plan with people 

and tell them how they can help you succeed. Unless you ask for the 

job that you want, or the work arrangement, or even the salary, you’re 

cheating yourself.  Don’t make other people guess—it won’t work. 

Leadership Tip

Instead of trying to “have it all” 
focus on doing less, better.
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Hold yourself accountable  

This is both big picture and day-to-day. Make conscious choices 

every day on how you distribute your time to your career, to your 

family, and to yourself. When you look at how you are scheduled to 

spend your time today, have you struck the right balance? 

GRM  Tell us about how to stick with your path—how do you avoid 

letting ‘one-time’ exceptions and side projects take you off track?

LK  I think it’s really important that you establish strong 

relationships with your manager or those who are influential within 

the organization and share your career objectives with them. I’ve 

always been very clear with my managers about what it is that I 

want. You can’t assume that your colleagues within the company  

or your manager knows what you want, so be clear about your 

goals and ensure that when you see an opportunity that will help 

you in achieving your short and long term objectives, you raise your 

hand for it.

I was actually inspired by the action plan template you gave me to 

complete years ago as part of the Executive Roundtable program, 

which helped me keep on top of my short and long term objectives 

and ensure each has actionable items attached to it. By maintaining 

a plan and reviewing it on a fairly regular basis, I ensure that I can 

deliver on my objectives. 

Obviously, there will be times when you need to be flexible or you 

have to help out with projects that might not be part of your own 

plan but are important to the firm or the organization, but make 

sure you remain focused on moving forward with the objectives you 

have in place and have agreed to with your manager. You have to 

speak up if you’re not getting the opportunities you want or if you’re 

getting off track. I always tell people that you don’t have to accept 

every meeting request you receive—ask yourself, “Is this the best 

use of my time? Or could I be doing something else that advances 

either my own and/or the organization’s goals?”
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GRM  In between climbing to the top job, you’ve also managed to 

start a family. I think it’s fair to say that agencies typically get a bad 

rap when it comes to women being able to stay on a career track and 

start a family at the same time. It seems like more people feel like 

they have to choose one or the other. How have you made it work?

LK  It’s true that agencies typically get a bad rap, and that’s because 

one of the challenges we face is that we make our money by the 

billable hour, just as a law firm does. Our work lives are driven by 

our clients’ needs and deadlines. We work tirelessly to provide 

outstanding client service and award-winning programs—but that 

can come at a personal cost. The reality is, the 9-to-5 day simply 

doesn’t exist in our industry or, for that matter, in many industries. 

But that’s why we need to measure people by their results and not 

how many hours they spend in the office—and that goes for me 

too. I need to lead by example, because not only are the women 

with whom I work watching me, but my daughter Chloe, who is 9, 

and my son Sam, who is 11, are watching me, too.   

Personally, I try, on average, to devote a third of my time to my 

career, a third of my time to my family, and a third to myself. That’s 

not to say I always succeed in doing this, but by holding myself 

accountable daily, I’m making deliberate choices. 

Here’s an example: a little while ago, I was in Vegas for four days, 

and was due to return home Sunday evening. My flight home 

was delayed, and the new arrival time was going to get me home 

incredibly late. Basically in time to sleep, say hi to my kids in the 

morning, and then head back to the airport for a flight to Calgary.

For five minutes, I contemplated just taking a direct flight from 

Vegas to Calgary, which would have allowed me a much better 

night’s sleep, five fewer hours in the air, and of course, all the 

general hassle of flying. 
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But it was important to me to see my kids, even for the twenty 

minutes I had with them in the morning. I didn’t want to disappoint 

them when it was 

within my control.  

So I went home.

The excitement and  

the huge hugs made  

it totally worth it.  

I could have avoided another flight, but I held myself accountable to 

preserve time with my family.  

Overall, this goes back to looking at your personal plan, and 

determining whether you are truly doing the right things you  

need to do to meet your goals.

GRM Despite the number of women in the public relations industry, 

there still seems to be a disparity between the number that rise 

to the most senior ranks compared to their male counterparts. 

Encouraging women in leadership roles is a passion of yours. What 

are some of the barriers you’ve tried to remove for aspiring women 

leaders at Edelman? What progress do you feel you’ve made?

LK  The PR industry, unlike many, is heavily dominated by females. 

But when you look at the executive level, that’s not the case. 

Around the world, women still make up less than half the executive 

committee roles at most large PR firms. That’s certainly true for 

Edelman; in fact, in 2011, 68% of our workforce was women, and 

about 35% of our leadership was women.   

We acknowledged that we could do better and in 2012, put 

together a plan to do so. Our company President and CEO,  

Richard Edelman, committed to prioritizing the challenge by 

creating our Global Women’s Executive Network (GWEN) to  

ensure women make up 50% of the firm’s leadership by 2016. 

Leadership Tip

Check in with your priorities to ensure 
your choices align with your goals. 
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To meet the objective, GWEN’s steering committee, which I am 

a member of, facilitates a series of working groups focused on 

region-specific goals as well as policy, sponsorship and mentorship, 

recruiting, education and career-pathing. We set up GWEN very 

similarly to how we would approach a client need: with research, 

a proper structure of accountability and specific action items that 

could be measured and tracked. 

The group stays connected through weekly emails, an intranet site, 

a blog, social media, quarterly global webinars, local office events, 

guest speaker series, book clubs and more. In Toronto, for example, 

we invite senior staff and their clients to bring a mentee for an 

evening exchange of ideas and best practices. 

Two employees in our Toronto office were inspired to create our 

Maternity Leave Buddy program as part of GWEN, recognizing that 

maternity leaves are often a critical time when many women need 

extra support. This is a great example of an idea we borrowed from 

a client—top Canadian law firm, McCarthy Tétrault. The maternity 

buddy program pairs women that are about to go on mat leave 

with someone on the team who can provide a link back to the 

office so that a new mom can keep up with new clients, employees, 

and even office gossip if she chooses, and can offer a sounding 

board and support women who are trying to understand how 

motherhood and work fit together. 

Today, GWEN has nearly 850 members across our global network 

and represents many of the best and brightest our firm has to 

offer in every Edelman region and at every job level globally. And 

in terms of results, overall in GWEN’s first three years, the number 

of women in senior leadership roles has increased by more than 

20%, three of our four Canadian offices are now led by women, and 

I myself am now president of Edelman Canada. We’ve also been 

named one of the Great Place to Work - Best Workplaces in Canada 

for Women for the past three years. 
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Overall, it’s about creating an environment where women can lead 

and succeed. Building a culture of empowerment is key, as is doing 

away with a lot of the politics that can hinder a woman’s confidence if 

she feels she is not being positioned 

properly to have a voice. I’ve really 

made a point of fostering an 

environment here where women are 

trusted, sought out for their opinions, 

and encouraged to demonstrate the 

results of their work.    

GRM  You raise an interesting point 

about mentorship as part of the 

conversations had within the GWEN 

community. How important has 

mentorship been to you throughout 

your career? What advice would you 

have for someone who doesn’t feel 

they have a mentor but knows they 

need one?

LK  Mentorship has been very 

important to me throughout my 

career, but I would argue that 

sponsorship has been even more 

influential. Unlike mentorship, 

which happens through direct 

interaction, sponsorship happens 

when someone is advocating on your 

behalf when you’re not in the room, 

and promoting your accomplishments in front of your peers and 

superiors throughout the company. In fact, I’ve made it a point to 

cultivate male sponsors in particular throughout my career, because 

men have typically been key influencers in the organizations I’ve 

worked for. They in turn have helped me get to where I am today.
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Leadership Tip

Make sure you’re cultivating relationships 
with your company’s influencers and 
keeping them informed about your 

goals. This will keep you top of mind, 
even when you’re not in the room. 

GRM  What are some steps a person can take to cultivate sponsors 

within their organization?

LK  It’s important to be thoughtful about who is really influential 

in the organization—who I look up to, who I respect and who can 

help in advancing my career aspirations within the organization. 

Again, make sure they’re aware of your objectives and what you 

want to achieve so when you’re not in the room, they can be 

advocating on your behalf.

Build your relationship with your sponsors by being proactive in 

managing up and using those people as a resource in helping you 

to do your job more effectively. Schedule calls or meetings with your 

sponsors when you have a matter on which they can offer you advice 

and insight. Particularly if you’re not in the same physical location, 

you need to make sure you’re going out of your way to develop these 

key relationships. When you make it a point to use your company’s 

influencers as 

resources, you will be 

top of mind for them.   

In my career,  

I’ve been strategic 

and thoughtful 

around who those 

influencers are  

within the 

organization—and, 

as we’re a global firm, I’m not only cultivating these relationships 

within the Canadian organization, but also globally. 

That said, mentorship is also incredibly valuable—particularly if 

you have a mentor who can provide you with an impartial, outside 

perspective. I participate in a number of mentorship initiatives 

through the Women’s Executive Network (WXN), the American 
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Marketing Association, and Ten Thousand Coffees, a digital platform 

that connects students with industry leaders. Mentorship is also 

a big part of our GWEN program, as mentioned in Toronto, about 

two times each year we invite senior staff and their clients to bring 

a mentee for an evening exchange of ideas and best practices; we 

also hold ‘mentorship minutes’ where junior employees have the 

chance to meet with senior leaders as part of our International 

Women’s Day initiatives. 

Finding a mentor—or a sponsor—is something that all women 

should feel empowered to do. Have a look around your company 

and among your peers to see who inspires you and who has 

managed to carve out a career path that’s similar to your 

aspirations, and go from there. Most people are incredibly flattered 

to know that someone wants to learn from them! 

GRM  I know you’re a keen lifelong learner when it comes to your 

own leadership development. What kinds of things are you doing 

these days to keep your personal ‘saw’ sharp? 

LK  I love being involved in mentorship initiatives, as mentioned 

above, as I find they provide as much learning for me as they do for 

my mentees.  

For the last several years, 

I’ve been involved in a peer 

coaching group that meets 

on a monthly basis with a 

facilitator. Our discussions 

focus on leadership, and 

we counsel each other on 

how best to approach the 

challenges and opportunities that we face in our respective roles. 

I find it incredibly valuable to get perspectives from leaders in 

completely unrelated industries, and in a safe environment.
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I’m also a member of the board of directors for the Harbourfront 

Centre, a not-for-profit cultural organization, and a member of 

Ryerson University’s Ted Rogers School of Management’s (TRSM) 

new Dean’s Council, where I lead the Brand Reputation committee. 

The Dean’s Council was established last year to provide expert  

and industry-specific guidance on areas such as curriculum, market 

positioning, international expansion and technology and trend 

evaluation. It’s been an incredible opportunity for me to collaborate 

and engage with other strategic, results-oriented, forward-thinking 

leaders.  

GRM  Finally, for any young female leaders who may be reading this 

column and aspire to ‘have it all’ (the top job and the family), what’s 

your best piece of advice to them?

LK  My best piece of advice is to set your own guardrails. Make 

deliberate choices and don’t let your life be imposed upon you. 

Success comes to those who are active participants in their career—

and as much as a company can help foster your growth, in order to 

build the career that you want, YOU are responsible for articulating 

it, pursuing it, and holding yourself to standards that will make 

success possible. And, if the company for which you work doesn’t 

allow for you to do this, then seek out one that does. Personal 

values and aspirations need to match those of the organization to 

which you devote so much of your time, energy and passion.  RL
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Glain Roberts-McCabe 

believes great leaders make 

the difference and that every 

leader can be their own kind 

of great. As Founder and 

President of The Executive 

Roundtable Inc., she and her 

team inspire great leadership through 

innovative group, team and individual coaching 

and mentoring programs.

For more information or to join the Roundtable 

community visit: TheExecutiveRoundtable.com, 

connect on Twitter @ExecRoundtable and 

on Facebook.
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