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Robin Wolaner’s journey offers hope, insight
to others on the management track

For women
executives, her truths
revealing
BY DOUGLAS E. CALDWELL
dcaldwell@bizjournals.com
Robin Wolaner swears she was never,
ever, really naked in any board room.
That’s the title of her new business
management book (Naked in the Board
Room; Fireside, 2005) in which the former magazine executive bares her soul
in providing advice to those who want
to grow their careers and their businesses.
Tips are highlighted in 80 “naked
truths” sprinkled throughout the 207page book and, while ostensibly aimed
at women, they are applicable to anyone starting or trying to redirect a
career.
“Terrible things can happen to a
woman in business; the victims let it
ruin their careers, the victors move
on,” is one which could be the mantra
for Ms. Wolaner’s career from her early
days at risque Penthouse magazine in
gritty New York City to the staid Sunset magazine and its buttoned-down
culture of formal gardens and tea parties in Menlo Park.
After snagging a job as a copywriter at Penthouse magazine when just
out of college, Ms. Wolaner learned
the magazine trade from the ground
up, moving quickly to Runner’s World

magazine and then to manage Mother
Jones magazine in San Francisco in
the 1980s.
She was said to be the youngest magazine publisher in the country.
Then Ms. Wolaner became part of
publishing history when she founded
Parenting magazine in 1986. It’s the
heart of her career and the heart of
her book.
“In the process of writing the book,
I’ve really been more conscious about
what I’ve learned in business,” says
Ms. Wolaner, a divorced mother of
two. “A lot of it was just experience. I’d
love to have the opportunity to do everything right. ‘Parenting’ was a great
success but I look back and I know
I should have done this differently, I
should have done that differently.”
It’s the dream of many a working
stiff to start a company and do it right.
There’s no doubt in Ms. Wolaner’s
mind that’s just what she did.
“Parenting was really the most satisfying thing I ever did in my career. I
created a company that really worked.
We had a great management team,
we had a great corporate culture. We
succeeded wildly. To this day, some of
my closest friends are people I worked
with there,” she says.
Going from running the money-chal-
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PAGE TURNER: Author Robin Wolaner writes the naked truth for women executives who want to grow a career in
business.
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lenged Mother Jones magazine to
starting a new publication from scratch
was not easy.
“I bootstrapped it for the worst year of
my life before Time Inc. got involved,”
she says. “I raised $175,000 from 10 seed
investors. Most of them did not have the
money to do the major funding. I really
had nothing. I lived on my credit cards. In
retrospect, and I can talk about it fondly,
it was like the worst time in my life.”
Many successful companies have started in less-than-glamorous locations. Such
was the case with Parenting.
“It was a lot of fun. I don’t think we
realized we were making history because Parenting was one of the most
successful launches in magazine history,” says Eileen Rivkin, now an account manager with Investors Business
Daily, who worked with Ms. Wolaner
at both Mother Jones and Parenting.
“We launched [Parenting] working out
of her home. I was in the attic — that’s
where my office was. Someone else had
the kitchen table. And we were also
making history in what Robin did with
Time Inc. in basically standing up for
herself with the men on Sixth Avenue
in New York.”
Time Inc. bought into the magazine,
the first time the giant publishing company had entered into such a startup
with an outsider. If it hadn’t, the magazine might have died for lack of monetary nourishment — and Ms. Wolaner
might not have a book because what
she learned by being emeshed in Time’s
byzantine corporate culture provided
her lessons she’s now sharing.
“You can learn the most from antimentors, whose bad behavior you vow
never to emulate,” is another hard-won
“naked truth,” she writes. As part of
Time Inc., Ms. Wolaner first was named
vice president of Time Ventures Publishing Inc. and then was made chief
executive officer of Sunset magazine, a
move that led to her termination after
months of struggle to turn around the
then 98-year-old title and deal with her
second-guessing New York bosses, even
though the unit saw profitability double
under her leadership.
“CEOs who write business books never talk about the bad stuff. I think that’s
not realistic. You haven’t had that much
of a career if you’ve never been fired, in
my view,” Ms. Wolaner says.
And fired she was.
“I’m a pretty good manager and I
would never fire someone the way I was
fired,” she says. “The guy who fired me
was a wimp. He never told me he was
unhappy with my performance and I
knew he was but I couldn’t get him to
admit it. It didn’t affect me as a manager
because I was already a better manager
than that. But it affected me in terms
of my career decisions because I would
never again take a job with the wrong
company like I did at Sunset.”
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A NAKED TRUTH: Robin Wolaner says women executives can learn the most from anti-managers “whose bad behavior you vow never to emulate.”
While her style may have been in conflict with Time’s culture, others have
found it refreshing.
“She’s both a visionary and yet she
has the ability to execute. Usually you
don’t find that in the same person,” says
Phil Schlein, a partner at U.S. Venture

‘She’s both a visionary
and yet she has the ability to
execute. Usually you don’t find
that in the same person.’
Phil Schlein
U.S. Venture Partners
Partners of Menlo Park. He has served
with Ms. Wolaner on two boards. “She’s
a great board member because she’s
thoughtful, her questions are insightful
and she asks them in a way that is very
tactful.”
After Time/Sunset, Ms. Wolaner
was hired as exective vice president of
CNET Networks in 1997, helping launch
the company’s online shopping services.
It was also a time when CNET was being
run day-to-day by people wth little man-

agement experience, she says.
In addition to training managers at
CNET, Ms. Wolaner was having a personal challenge. She was 43 and trying
to have her first baby.
“Halsey Minor, the founder, knew
about my attempts to have a baby,” says
Ms. Wolaner. To get her on board, Mr.
Minor offered her the job on a part time
basis. “I worked 30 hours a week for five
years,” Ms. Wolaner recalls. “It worked
out very well.”
Training the CNET managers was
eye-opening for Ms. Wolaner.
“It was so amazing for me. Don’t
forget, I had been one of the ‘Young
Turks’ at Time Warner where I worked
through 1995. Here it was a year later
and I went from being a Young Turk at
Time Warner to seasoned management
at CNET,” she says. “They all looked 28,
they all sort of looked alike to me. But
they had grown up with the Net and
they didn’t have preconceptions. It was
exciting. We created things that hadn’t
been done online before. That was really neat.”
“Robin has great soul and really good
instincts about people and how to give
feedback that is unique,” says Shelby
Bonnie, a CNET co-founder and its current chief executive officer and chairman. “Robin was an incredible partner
for me and for Halsey.”

Ms. Rivkin says she’s not surprised
at Ms. Wolaner’s quick adaptation to
CNET’s style.
“I’ve always kept in touch with Robin
because I think she is by far the smartest woman I’ve ever met in my life,”
says Ms. Rivkin. “Robin ‘gets it.’ You
don’t have to explain things to her.
She’s incredibly intuitive and she has
a business sense that very few people
have. She knows the importance of
running a business, that employees
are your number one most important
resource.”
In writing her book, Ms. Wolaner
tapped the experiences of other women who’ve been in the CEO chair.
“Bringing your humanity and bringing your assets and bringing your personality into the workforce is the way
to succeed,” she says she’s learned. “I
think a lot of business theory and business approaches in the past have been
to ‘act this way,’ ‘to dress that way,’ to
leave your idiosyncracies at the door. I
think that for the kinds of businesses
in this area particularly, it’s really
good to bring your heart and your soul
into your work. The people I admire
the most do that.”
DOUGLAS E. CALDWELL is associate editor of the
Business Journal. Reach him at (408) 299-1835.
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Robin Wolaner on women as business leaders:

Women get more credit [than men] for being intuitive.
Some of the things that stop women from listening to
their gut are they hold themselves up to these unrealistically perfect standards and so then their gut starts
giving them insecurities instead of messages that are
really helpful, like ‘oh, I’m not qualified for that’ which
is not something you generally hear men say.

I think women have some real potential for being
more emotionally in tune.

On why she wrote her book:

I had Bonnie at 44, my daughter, and I thought by
the time she’s interested in a career, I’m not going
to remember all this stuff so I should just write it
down for her.
I had a lot of friends in the publishing business

and they said nobody wants a memoir from somebody’s who’s not famous, but business advice is really in high demand.
I had a great editor; she really worked me over the
coals. My editor made me take out every story that
didn’t have a business lesson.
A lot of business books are like medicine -—
they’re good for you, but...
This is fun. It’s candy, but it’s nutritious candy.

