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* Nomination investment will be returned if your candidate is not selected.

Celebrating Exceptional Women Who Propel Creativity and Management

Profiles in Leadership Journal™ cordially invites you to participate in our 25th annual Women Worth Watch-
ing® in Leadership Awards. This is an opportunity to honor the exceptional women within your organization 
who leverage their talents and influence to enhance the workplace and contribute to a better world. Nominated 
by their employers or colleagues, these trailblazers are visionary, confident, and forward-thinking leaders who 
drive innovation and create lasting value within their organizations and industries. Beyond their high perfor-
mance, these individuals are purpose-driven change-makers who inspire others—mentoring the next genera-
tion, challenging conventional ideas, and contributing to a better world for all.

Since its inception, Profiles in Leadership Journal has recognized thousands of outstanding individuals from 
around the globe who make significant impacts in their organizations and communities. The Women Worth 
Watching in Leadership Award aims to showcase and celebrate today’s leading female professionals while also 
highlighting the organizations that encourage, empower, and support their success. Through this nomination 
process, we honor extraordinary women and the organizations that champion their achievements.

Honorees will be featured in the Mid-Year 2026 issue with a full-page profile. This prestigious recognition en-
hances the visibility and reputation of both the recipients and the companies that support their advancement.

52
www.leadershipjournal.com

2025 Third Quarter

Ridhika Nayar
CFO Technology, Data, AI & Ventures

Leadership, for me, has never been about titles, authority, or accolades. It’s about showing up—es-pecially when it’s hard. Over the years, I’ve discov-ered that the most authentic leadership grows not in moments of ease but in moments of challenge. My journey has been shaped and defined by three guiding pillars: grit, courage, and empathy.
Grit: The Power of Persistence
Early in my career, I faced a defining moment when I was tasked with leading a high-stakes project that was falling behind schedule, under-resourced, and low on morale. Many had written it off as a lost cause. But I saw a challenge worth taking on.Grit is not about charging ahead blindly—it’s about committing to a vision and holding it through obstacles, failure, and fatigue. I leaned into that belief, working long hours, listening deeply to  concerns, and encouraging the team through  every minor win. There were setbacks—missed  milestones, skepticism from stakeholders—but  we didn’t stop. We persevered, adapted, and  eventually delivered. That experience taught me that consistency beats intensity, and that leadership is a long game.

Courage: Making the Hard Choices
Leadership demands tough calls—not just when you’re sure of the outcome, but especially when you’re not. Courage has meant speaking up in rooms where silence was safer, advocating for the right decision even when it was unpopular, and holding myself accountable when mistakes  

My Leadership Story: Leading with Grit, Courage, and Empathy
were made.

One moment that stands out was when I had to restructure part of my team to meet new strategic priorities. It wasn’t just a professional decision—it impacted real people. But I knew that avoiding it would be a disservice to the team and the business. I faced it head-on, with transparency and respect. Courage, I’ve learned, isn’t about the absence of fear. It’s about moving forward despite it—anchored in purpose, not ego.

Empathy: The Heart of Leadership
If grit and courage are the engine and steering wheel of leadership, empathy is the fuel. It’s what allows leaders to connect, inspire, and truly under-stand the people they lead. I’ve always believed that people don’t just follow plans—they follow people they trust. And trust is built when we see each other, listen deeply, and care genuinely.Whether it’s taking time to understand what’s holding a team member back, creating space for honest conversations, or showing compassion in times of personal hardship—empathy is the invisible thread that ties leadership to humanity. During the pandemic, this became more important than ever. Virtual walls couldn’t replace the human need for support, and I made it a priority to lead with  compassion, flexibility, and presence.

Leadership isn’t about perfection—it’s about presence. And when we lead with grit, courage,  and empathy, we don’t just move teams forward. We lift them.

Education: MBA (ESSEC Business School)
Company Name: New York Life
Industry: Financial Services 
Company CEO: Craig DeSanto 
Company Headquarters Location: New York, NY 
Number of Employees: 11,600 
Words you live by: Do the right thing, even when no one is watching. Personal Philosophy: My personal philosophy is to lead with authenticity and kindness—showing up as my true self, and treating others with respect. What book are you reading? Begin With WE: 10 Principles for Building and Sustaining a Culture of Excellence by Kyle McDowell   
What was your first job? Financial analyst 
Favorite charity: Greenshifts.org (youth-led nonprofit against climate change) Interests: Painting, travelling and reading 
Family: Spouse and two sons
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Amy Kennedy
Partner

I was a mid-level associate, around the time I 

was turning thirty, and I realized I wasn’t really very 

happy at work. I was stepping up to lead some 

great deals – hard work, long hours, but it was 

rewarding, so it wasn’t that; and I was working in 

a great team and in a law firm which had a strong, 

collegiate culture – on paper, everything should 

have been amazing. But when I took a step back, 

I realized I wasn’t being myself in the workplace. 

This wasn’t actively the “fault” of the environment I 

was in at the time; I think it was very much on how 

I thought I needed to be perceived – particularly, 

how I thought I needed to be perceived to be a 

success and to hopefully make partner. Whether 

that was in what I wore to work or how I explained 

away my social life (limited as it was!), I wasn’t 

being authentic. I realized this was becoming a 

barrier to both my professional achievements and 

personal growth.
From the point of this realization, I have always 

tried to bring my authentic self to work. It has 

taken time, and wasn’t (and isn’t!) always easy, but 

I think it has been the key to opening many doors, 

enjoying “the job,” becoming a respected leader, 

Bring your real self to work. It will make a real difference 

20
25

AW
A

R
D

Women Worth
Watching®

in Leadership

JOURNALLEADERSHIPPROFILES IN

and ultimately winning success with clients. As a 

leader, I feel very strongly that it is key to create 

a culture – and to model that culture – where 

any team I am leading can bring their best, most 

authentic self to work. This requires a team where 

respect is paramount and where we celebrate our 

differences as much as our professional success-

es and similarities. I have found that fostering a 

culture where you can “be yourself” genuinely 

does bring out the best in people – you learn true 

personalities, develop true understandings of each 

other, and hopefully create a culture where every-

one is comfortable to lead with their strengths.  It 

also helps with openness when we are having the 

“bad days,” as we all do. 
Being authentic doesn’t mean pouring your 

heart out every day at work or sharing intimate de-

tails of your weekend; it is just about being able to 

be “you.” As a leader, drawing out that strength in 

team members is the most important step for me 

when creating and fostering success. At whatever 

stage you are in your leadership journey, I urge you 

not to be afraid to bring your authentic self to work 

or to allow others to bring theirs.

Education: MA, University of Oxford; LPC, Inns of Court School of Law

Company Name: Akin

Industry: Law 

Company CEO: Dan Walsh and Abid Qureshi 

Company Headquarters Location: N/A, firm does not have an HQ 

Number of Employees: 1,800+ 

Your Location: London, UK 

Words you live by: Be true to yourself and others. 

Personal Philosophy: To foster a culture of authenticity in everything I do, whether that is 

myself, within my team at work, or at home with family and friends. 

What book are you reading? I am saving reading for pleasure until retirement…when 

hopefully I can have the headspace to enjoy it again! Instead, music is my book of choice. 

What was your first job? For better or for worse, my training contract. 

Favorite charity: Medicinema, a charity I have been fortunate to support on a pro bono 

basis for almost a decade:  We provide cinema experiences inside hospitals to support the 

emotional, physical and mental health needs of patients. 

Interests: Cooking, my dogs, nature, Yorkshire and my family. 

Family: For me, not defined by blood – I am blessed with stepchildren, godchildren and 

unofficial adoptees along the way.
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I firmly believe that strong team building begins with trust building. As Chief Operating Officer at a global contract development and manufacturing organization (CDMO), I have the privilege of over-seeing five biopharmaceutical manufacturing sites and some 4000 team members. I view it as my duty to earn the trust of all those people from the start – because a culture of psychological safety lays the groundwork for success. It’s what enables people to thrive, innovate, and act with integrity. 
Creating a “trusting space” where all employees can perform their best—and teams can be empow-ered to navigate through complexity and change—is crucial to a successful operation. When we’re all aligned under our guiding principles, which are built on trust, transparency, and ownership, peo-ple feel empowered to work diligently towards our important mission of getting life-saving medicines to patients quickly around the world.

I lead with a spirit of open communication and collaboration. This can’t happen as readily when leaders stay behind desks or closed doors. Rather, I adhere to the Japanese principle of “Gemba” or “Go and See.” This means getting out where the work happens—be it on the plant floor or at a customer location—where I actively engage with teams, learn about roadblocks, and work alongside my colleagues to help find solutions. Getting in the 

Maja Pedersen
Chief Operating Officer

Trust is Everything

trenches creates an environment where everyone feels heard, and trusted.
Recently, I encouraged a team of employees at one of our facilities to identify and implement process improvements, something outside their regular scope of responsibilities. They successfully collaborated to streamline workflows and ultimately improved throughput by more than four times. The operational payoff of faster turnaround times was wonderful. But the boost I witnessed in employee pride, energy, and morale was truly rewarding.  As a leader, I make it a practice to be flexible, keep promises, and celebrate successes. This  reinforces accountability and motivates every  team member to contribute their best efforts. I  also welcome diverse opinions, which encourages creativity and adaptability. Finally, I embrace my  own vulnerability and draw from mentors and support networks, both internal and external, when I feel set back or stuck. I view this as a crucial com-ponent of being a leader because learning from our failures is the catalyst for incredible growth and resilience building. 

When people feel trusted, they also trust  themselves more. They become inspired to take the initiative and are often surprised and amazed by what they can achieve. As a leader, that means everything to me. 

Education: M.Sc., Biotechnology, University of Copenhagen Company Name: FUJIFILM Biotechnologies
Industry: Biopharmaceutical
Company CEO: Lars Petersen
Company Headquarters Location: Global company operating across US, Europe and Japan
Number of Employees: 5,000
Your Location: Switzerland
Words you live by: If a problem can be solved, there is no need to worry about it. If it can’t be solved, worrying will do no good 
Personal philosophy: Be a good manager of yourself. Only if you take care of you will you be the best version of yourself to take care of others.
What book you are reading? Norwegian Wood by Murakami Haruki, Glucose  Goddess by Jessie Inchauspe and The Count of Monte Cristo by Alexandre DumasWhat was your first job? At a nursing home for people with dementia. Favorite charity: Anything that saves animals from suffering. Right now, A better  life 4horses
Interests: Horsemanship, food science, hiking and nature
Family: Husband, two grown up stepsons
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In my early twenties, I faced a challenge that 

changed my life and how I think about resilience 

and leadership. I had just moved to New York City 

to start law school when I woke up one morning 

unable to walk. After several misdiagnoses and 

emergency care, I learned I had deep vein throm-

bosis (DVT), a condition I never expected and knew 

nothing about. In an instant, a favorite part of my 

daily life—running—was off-limits. My deep love of 

movement suddenly carried real and evolving risks.

The months (and years) that followed were  

difficult. I learned to navigate a body that felt 

unpredictable and was restricted, even if not ob-

viously so. My gradual return to activity was slow, 

and setbacks were common. Relearning to walk, 

then run, step by step, taught me that persistence 

matters more than speed. Each small milestone 

became a reminder that recovery (and success)  

is a process, not an instant fix.  

Jillian Raines
Partner

Overcoming a disease taught her how to become resilient as a 

lawyer and a leader 
This medical experience deeply shaped my 

approach to leadership. It taught me the value 

of patience and the importance of celebrating 

progress, even when small. I realized that leading 

others requires listening, patience, and flexibility—

the same skills I used to manage my own health. 

I learned the value in supporting others through 

setbacks, without judgment, and I’ve developed a 

keen ability to spot talent for resilience and com-

mitment. My experience with DVT has also deep-

ened my commitment to leadership that shows up 

for more than just the big wins.

Overcoming DVT and relearning to run was 

not just about regaining my physical ability; it was 

about cultivating focus and perseverance. Today, 

each run is a reminder of the resilience we all carry 

when facing challenges, and of how personal trials 

can shape our capacity to guide and inspire each 

other toward our best selves.

Education: JD, New York Law School

Company Name: Cohen Ziffer  
Frenchman & McKenna LLP 

Industry: Law

Company CEO: Robin Cohen, Chair

Company Headquarters Location: 
New York, NY

Number of Employees: 33

Words you live by: It’s not either/or – 
it’s both; and kindness costs nothing.

Personal Philosophy: The ego forces, 
the soul flows. 

What book are you reading?  
All Fours by Miranda July 

What was your first job? Lifeguard

Favorite charity:  
Indigenous Climate Action 

Interests: Running, swimming, yoga, 
traveling, piano 

Family: Married with a dog
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Kavita Sarma
Managing Director, Client Services

At the heart of my leadership philosophy are 

three qualities I return to time and again: empathy,  

resilience, and a data-driven mindset. I have 

learned to anticipate challenges before they arise 

and to “zoom in” on the details or “zoom out” for 

the bigger picture as the moment requires. Bal-

ancing empathy with resilience has allowed me to 

guide teams through change with steadiness and 

clarity. My goal is not only to lead through uncer-

tainty but also to ensure my teams feel supported 

and confident as we move forward together.

Throughout my journey, I have been blessed 

with mentors who helped shape my approach to 

leadership. Some offered formal guidance, while 

others influenced me quietly through example. 

From them, I learned two lessons that continue to 

resonate deeply. The first is the courage to speak 

up—even when your perspective may be unpopu-

lar—because the responsibility of leadership often 

means voicing what others need to hear, not what 

they want to hear. The second is a more humbling 

truth: leadership is not about holding power but 

about empowering others. One mentor reminded 

me that being a great leader almost means putting 

yourself out of a job – by arming your team with 

A true leader is honest, values excellence and teaches teams how 

to thrive 
the tools, knowledge, and opportunities they need 

to thrive.
These lessons were put to the test in pivotal 

moments of my career. As a product leader, I once 

faced the difficult task of telling management that 

our product was not ready, despite pressure to 

move forward. Speaking up in that moment was 

uncomfortable, but protecting the hard work and 

integrity of my team mattered more. On another 

occasion, I fought to ensure that the voice of the 

client was not lost, even when early ideas were dis-

missed. By staying steadfast, we not only honored 

the needs of our clients but ultimately became 

the first to market with a groundbreaking solution. 

Those challenges reinforced for me that resilience, 

paired with conviction, can transform obstacles into 

defining victories.
The best advice I ever received captures the 

essence of my leadership journey: strive for  

excellence, empower others, and never be afraid 

to cut through the noise to say what must be said. 

Leadership, at its core, is about building trust, 

nurturing growth, and ensuring that every voice—

whether from your team or your clients—has the 

power to shape the future.
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Education: MBA (UC Irvine Paul Merage School of Business); MS, Computer Information 

Systems (University of Houston Clear Lake; BE, Electronics Engineering (D.Y. Patil College of 

Engineering and Technology, Kolhapur, India)

Company Name: Stretto 

Industry: Legal Services

Company CEO: Eric Kurtzman and Jonathan Carson

Company Headquarters Location: Irvine, CA

Your Location: Ashburn, VA

Words you live by: Sincerity, excellence, balance and collaboration

Personal Philosophy: Lead with integrity, grow with resilience and lift others along the way

What book are you reading? Mistress of Rome by Kate Quinn

What was your first job? TCBY Frozen Yogurt in the suburbs of Houston, TX

Favorite charity: International Association of Human Values and the charity,  

Children International

Interests: Traveling, gardening, theatre

Family: Married to Pradeep Varadan who is an extremely supportive partner and mom to an 

amazing & wise 10-year-old, Siddharth (Sid)
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Complete Your Nomination in 4 Simple Steps 

	 1.	 Provide important nomination information on pages 3 & 4 of this document.
		  Nominations will be reviewed and judged based on the brief bio you provide, which should include  
		  contributions and achievements in at least 3 of the following 5 areas:

		  •	 Leadership

		  •	 Executive Responsibility

		  •	 Professional Achievement

		  •	 Innovation

		  •	 Mentorship

	 2.	 Complete the Nomination Processing Form on Page 5
		  There is a $495 processing investment per nomination which must be received by the nomination deadline. 
		  If your nominee is not selected, your nomination investment will be refunded.

	 3.	 Upload* Your Completed Nomination Form by April 17, 2026  
		  at https://leadershipjournal.com/www-nomination-upload/.

		  * Nomination forms must be submitted/uploaded via PLJ’s secure online portal.  
		     Email submissions will not be accepted!

	 4.	 Recognize Your Leaders with Confidence
		  We understand that today’s communications require care and consideration. That’s why Profiles in  
		  Leadership Journal offers all nominating organizations the opportunity to review and approve their award  
		  winner’s profile prior to publication.

		  Your organization remains in full control of how your leadership is portrayed — we’re your partner in  
		  celebrating excellence, not a source of concern.

It’s that Easy 

If your nominee is selected as a 2026 Woman Worth Watching in Leadership award winner, we will notify your 
successful nominee, and the individual who nominated them. We’ll also send your nominee a Question & Answer 
Form. They will be asked to answer a few questions, write a brief essay on a topic of their choosing, and provide 
two high-resolution photographs, as well as a digital version of your organization’s logo. Her photograph, essay, 
and professional information will appear on a dedicated full-page in our Mid-Year issue. Just complete the  
nomination form on pages 3 and 4. Then upload this completed PDF and submit your entry payment. Links for 
upload and payment are on page 5.

WWW26
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April 17, 2026
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Before You Begin
As part of our collaborative process, your organization will have the chance to review and approve the final profile 
of your award winner before publication. This ensures alignment with your internal messaging and gives your team 
full confidence to nominate with peace of mind.

A.  Nominee Information
Nominee’s Name:  Ms.,  Mrs.,  Dr. ___________________________________________________________________
(as it should appear in print and please check prefix that applies)

Job Title: ______________________________________________________________________________________________

Organization Name: ____________________________________________________________________________________

Full Corporate Mailing Address: __________________________________________________________________________

Email Address: _________________________________________________________________________________________

Phone Number: ________________________________________________________________________________________

Contact info for Nominee’s Administrative Assistant: 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

B.  Nominated by:
Note: The nominator must be the primary point of contact for all editorial communications. Using a company executive as the nom-
inator will not increase a nominee’s chances of selection. He or she will be evaluated on merit alone. Please ensure that the person 
whose information is entered below is available to manage all communications related to the nomination and award process.

Nominator’s Name: _____________________________________________________________________________________

Job Title: ______________________________________________________________________________________________

Organization Name: ____________________________________________________________________________________

Corporate Mailing Address: ______________________________________________________________________________

Office Phone Number: __________________________________________________________________________________

Mobile Phone Number: _________________________________________________________________________________

Email Address: _________________________________________________________________________________________

Secondary Contact Name & Email: ______________________________________________________________________

WWW26

(Please fill in all form fields and be sure to save this file when completed)
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Provide a brief bio including special achievements and examples of Executive Responsibility, Leadership,  
Professional Achievement, Innovation, and Mentorship. (300-400 words max.)

C.  Tell Us Why You Chose this Nominee
Briefly explain why your nominee should be recognized as a 2026 Woman Worth Watching in Leadership award winner.  
(100-200 words max.)

WWW26

(Please fill in all form fields and be sure to save this file when completed)

D.  Final Profile Approval
Please confirm your preference regarding the final profile approval process:

 Yes, we would like to review and approve the final profile before publication.
 No, we trust the editorial process and do not require a final review.

Note: If "Yes" is selected, publication will not proceed without your organization's approval.
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E.  Nomination Processing
NOMINATION INVESTMENT: $495:
After uploading your Nomination form, please be sure to go to our secure payment portal where you can submit 
your entry payment. If your nominee is not selected, PLJ will refund your nomination investment.

Submitted nomination and fee must be received by April 17, 2026.
Emailed submissions will not be accepted!

Please upload this document at: (do not email)  
https://leadershipjournal.com/www-nomination-upload/

Submit $495 application payment at:  
https://buy.stripe.com/00gdTG8hdggjduo7ss

If you need an invoice for payment, please email  
James Rector: publisher@leadershipjournal.com

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 
1. Will our organization have the opportunity to review the award winner’s profile before publication? 

Yes. We offer every nominating organization the chance to review and approve the final profile of their award  
winner before publication. We understand the importance of alignment with internal communications and  
public messaging. Your team remains in full control of what is shared publicly. 

1.	 Will the nomination investment be refunded if our candidate is not selected? 
Yes. 

2.	 Can my organization nominate more than one Women Worth Watching® in Leadership candidate? 
Yes. Each organization may nominate up to four (4) women for this award.

3.	 Is my organization allowed to nominate a candidate who has been named a Woman Worth Watching® in  
Leadership in the past? 
Your nominees may include a female candidate or candidates who have previously won any of our awards.

4.	 How will my organization be notified of our nominee’s acceptance? 
Confirmation that your organization’s nominee has been accepted will be sent to the nominator and the award  
winner along with the Question & Answer Form.

5.	 Is purchasing an advertisement in the 2026 Mid-Year issue of PLJ required if our nominee is accepted? 
No advertising purchase is required.

6.	 Will we be able to receive PDFs of our nominee’s profile layout? 
Yes. If you wish to receive a FREE PDF of your nominees layout from the Mid-Year magazine, please  
email a request to stevetoth@leadershipjournal.com after the issue has been launched. 
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Nearly every turn in my career has been driven 
by curiosity and my relationships with people. The 
law firm path that many take, generally working in 
the same practice their entire career, was never of 
interest to me. Law firms are a great place to prac-
tice and a wonderful training ground, but I quickly 
desired to know more. More about my practice 
– and other practice areas- and particularly more 
about the businesses we supported. In my time  
as a young associate at the law firm, I had a hard 
time pinpointing exactly what I wanted out of my 
career, except that I wanted to have a varied  
practice and work with a lot of people. The days 
of sitting alone in my office reviewing documents 
(there were some, but not a ton) had made me 
miserable, and made me realize that was not for 
me, and that I needed people interaction. My rela-
tionships with other trusted attorneys enabled me 
to feel comfortable in taking a nearly 50% pay cut 
to move to an in-house development position at an 
energy company. 

Working as a non-lawyer was eye-opening and  
a wonderful experience, but it made me realize 
how much I valued my legal training, and how I 
really desired to get back into practicing law.  

Christine Fernandez Owen
Co-Head of Projects Real Estate,  

United States

Relationships with people and the law drive this lawyer’s career

The positions in which I have thrived the most are 
ones where I had supportive and friendly people 
surrounding me, and work that I felt was meaning-
ful and of practical value. Working in-house in a 
legal position enabled me to feel that I was making 
a difference.  

Becoming a manager of people is interesting, 
because no one teaches you how it’s “supposed 
to” be done. I drew on the behavior of my  
most important mentors, which were mostly the 
people who hired me for each position – from the 
partner I worked for at my first firm to the VP of 
development at the energy company – each  
had qualities that I really admired as a leader,  
mentor, and teacher. They made me feel smart  
and valued, but also helped me learn things I 
needed to learn. In co-managing my team now,  
I try to listen to and support the lawyers and  
paralegals with whom I work. I also stress the  
importance of continual learning and growing,  
and support many internal and external training 
programs. While it’s important to deliver high  
quality legal work to our clients, what motivates  
me the most is the relationships I develop along 
the way.  

Education: JD, The George Washington Law School; BS, Environmental Engineering and 
Policy, University of Michigan

Company Name: Norton Rose Fulbright US LLP

Industry: Legal 

Company CEO: Jeff Cody, Global Managing Partner and US Managing Partner 

Company Headquarters Location: New York; Houston; London 

Number of Employees: 7,600 

Your Location: Chicago, IL 

Personal Philosophy: Always eat dessert 

What book are you reading? Atomic Habits by James Clear 

What was your first job? Working at a frozen yogurt shop 

Favorite charity: Human Rights Watch 

Interests: Traveling, cooking, and University of Michigan football 

Family: Husband, Brad, son, Atlas; Milo and Mabel, fur babies
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