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To Justify Your Existence
Sharon Kelly Hake left a 30-year career with a Fortune 500 company to start a  
nonprofit with her daughters ... and finally answer a decades-old question.
BY KAREN MARTIN

In some large families, the middle children 
can hide if they want to. Not in Sharon 
Kelly Hake’s family. She was one of seven, 

smack in the middle, but she still had to face 
her father’s daily question at the dinner table.

“Children, what did you do today to justify 
your existence?” 

Sharon and her siblings would fidget and 
squirm. It was a delicate balance. Could you 
think of an answer fast enough to go first and 
get it over with? Or do you wait, hoping a 
brilliant response comes to mind, but risk 
someone else stealing your thunder? 

“Even at a young age we knew that it was 
an important question,” Sharon says. “My 
father was teaching us we are here for a 
purpose. And we’d better figure out what that 
purpose is.” 

Decades later, Sharon was still asking 
herself that question.

Although, looking at her life from the 
outside, you never would have guessed 
Sharon had any reason to doubt her life 
purpose. She was 30 years into a successful 
career with DuPont. She had a happy 
marriage. She’d raised two beautiful daughters 
who were embarking on their own successful 
careers.  And yet, as her 50th birthday rolled 
by, the question nagged at her. What am I here 
for? What is my purpose on this earth? 

“Something was missing, and I couldn’t 
put my finger on it,” she says. “I couldn’t get 
the big question out my head — the one about 
justifying my existence.” 

Looking for a Leader
During those formative years when Sharon’s 
dad was asking questions about purpose, she 
often heard people refer to her father as a 
good leader. “So from an early age I associated 
leadership with purpose,” she says. 

She had a lot of questions: Were people 

born great leaders or do you become one? How 
do you become a leader? If you blew it, would 
you get a second chance? How do you discover 
your purpose? She began asking her questions 
to people everywhere. 

As a global marketing leader with DuPont, 
Sharon traveled all over the world, and she 
interviewed hundreds of leaders from all 
walks of life. She began to see patterns 
emerge. Great leaders, she came to realize, 
listened more than they spoke. They had 
passion and vision and the ability to inspire 

others. They were givers, always looking for 
opportunities to serve. 

But Sharon could have learned that from 
any leadership conference or best- 
selling book. It was what she learned from the 
female leaders she spoke to that first shocked 
her, then frustrated her, and eventually led her 
to leave her lucrative career.

What the Women Said
Sharon recalls once talking with the CIO of an 
international science innovation company. 

Sharon Kelly Hake (center), Great Dames President and CEO, is thrilled to be pursuing 
her life's purpose alongside her two daughters, Deirdre Hake (left), Great Dames Program 
Director, and Heather Cassey (right), Great Dames Co-Founder & Director of Operations.

COVER STORY



 GIVING TOMORROW JULY 2018   |  11

“She had a powerful position and was 
extremely credentialed. She was invited to 
national science counsels. You could hear a 
pin drop when this woman spoke.” 

And yet, this powerful, prominent woman 
told Sharon she often felt undervalued in 
professional circles. Not only that, she said, 
every woman she knew in science struggled 
this way. 

Again and again, from women all over  
the world, Sharon heard the same story.  
No matter their culture, no matter how  
poised and confident they appeared, no 
matter how much success they’d achieved, 
Sharon says that “women were struggling to 
find their voice.” 

Some felt insecure about sharing ideas in 
professional settings. Others were regularly 
interrupted or talked over. Their ideas were 
not taken seriously. Or they were not invited 
to the table in the first place. Nearly every 
woman Sharon spoke with expressed some 
version of the same frustration: “They did not 
feel as if they were able to contribute as fully 
as they wanted to.”

It didn’t make sense. By all appearances, 
these were women who had “made it.” 
Successful women. Leaders. Presidents. CEOs. 
And yet, the confessions kept coming. 

“The Best Thing I Ever Did”
Over the years Sharon talked with her 
daughters, Heather and Deirdre, about what 

she was hearing. Her girls could identify.  
They, too, were encountering roadblocks as 
they pursued their careers. Sharon dreamed 
about starting a movement that would help 
women find their voice and achieve their 
leadership potential. 

One day in 2009, Sharon’s oldest daughter, 
Heather, called from South Korea, where she 
was working at the time. “Okay, Mom. I’m 
ready to make a move,” she said. “I want to 
come back home and help you start this 
thing. But you have to quit your job.” 

“But I had a pretty good job!” Sharon says, 
laughing at the memory of that day. She had 
been promoted and was working for the CEO 
at DuPont. She loved her job and had worked 
hard all her life to achieve success in her 
career. But her father’s question from 
childhood still rang in her ears: What are you 
doing to justify your existence?

Sharon called her daughter back and took 
her up on the offer. And, she says, “It was the 
best thing I ever did.”

Great Dames Begins
With Heather’s help, Sharon roped in her 
younger daughter, Deirdre, and the three 
women launched an organization with the 
mission of helping women find their purpose. 
They called it Great Dames, with the idea that 

Corporate World 
Lessons for a New 
Nonprofit Leader
Sharon’s leadership style was 
developed over 30 years of working 
with a Fortune 500 Company. Now 
she draws on that corporate 
experience to help her lead the 
nonprofit she started in 2009. She 
would not say she has learned 
these lessons; she’d say she is still 
learning them. 

1. “Be a constant learner.” 
2. “A strong marketing ability is 

most powerful capability a 
nonprofit can have.”

3. “You need to have extremely 
strong listening skills.”

4. “You can’t do it all. Nonprofit 
leaders need to ask, ‘Who can 
we collaborate with?’”

5. “Every single event is a marketing 
opportunity we should not 
squander.”

6. “Constantly ask yourself why 
should you exist. What is your 
distinctive offering and what is 
your promise? It has to be 
something no one else can do 
the way you can do it. Otherwise, 
don’t bother.”

Great Dames events attract women from 
a wide range of ages, cultures and 
professional backgrounds.

Sharon dreamed about starting a  
movement that would help women  
find their voice and achieve their  
leadership potential. 
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every woman has it within her to be a  
great leader. 

“Women are motivated to do something 
meaningful with our lives,” says Sharon. “And 
women are motivated to help each other be 
successful. That’s what the mission of Great 
Dames is about.”

Like any fledgling nonprofit, the early days 
were bumpy and uncertain. They knew what 
their core mission was. But how to go about 
achieving it took some trial and error. At first, 
Great Dames had a nonprofit arm and a 
for-profit arm. Corporations that were 
struggling to retain top female talent hired 
Great Dames to consult. But soon it became 
obvious that the consulting business was 
consuming too much time and distracting 
them from their core mission. So they shut it 
down and converted Great Dames to be 
exclusively a nonprofit. 

Even parts of their nonprofit work 
threatened to distract them from their 

coremission. For example, the governor’s wife 
in Delaware asked Great Dames to do a 
clothing collection. So they started The Great 
Closet Cleanout, and collected nice business 
clothing for women to wear to job interviews. 
The event exploded in popularity, and by year 
five, there were collections happening all over 
the state and Great Dames was handling 
10,000 or more donated items. It was helping 
worthy causes, but once again it was 
distracting from their core mission. So they 
stopped. Now, when someone calls asking 
where to donate their pristine condition 
Chanel business suit, Sharon thanks them 
and says “Here are five or six deserving 

organizations. Please donate your beautiful 
clothing directly to them.”

Eventually, Great Dames narrowed their 
focus to three initiatives: 
1. An inspirational speaker series that brings 

together women of all backgrounds and 
ages to learn from each other and help 
each other.

2. Mentor round tables, organized in local 
chapters.

3. An annual Remarkable Ideas competition 
to support female entrepreneurs.

Sharon credits this ability to trim things 
out to years of experience in the competitive 
corporate world. “You have to constantly ask 
yourself why should you even exist. What is 
your distinctive offering? It has to be 
something no one else can do the way you 
can do it. Otherwise, don’t bother,” she says. 
“You think because you have this idea it’s 
going to work? No! What problem are you 

Clockwise from left: Sharon Kelly Hake speaks to a gathering of "great dames"; Great Dames events 
are distinctly not networking events; Former Second Lady Jill Biden and daughter Ashley Biden 
speaking at a Great Dames event.

“Marketing is extremely important for 
nonprofits, and to be good at marketing 
you have to believe you are relevant.”
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trying to solve and why? Who’s going to know 
about it? Marketing is extremely important 
for nonprofits, and to be good at marketing 
you have to believe you are relevant.”

Staying Focused
At DuPont, Sharon was known for being able 
to take on a lot of responsibility. 

"You know what they say," she says, "give 
something to a busy person and it'll get done." 

Both in the coprorate world and as a 
nonprofit executive, there's a constant threat 

to overextend yourself. Since starting Great 
Dames Sharon is learning to stay focused and 
remember she doesn't have to do it all. 

To help maintain focus, Sharon has 
cultivated a habit of running through a series 
of questions for herself at the end of her long 
days. Questions like: 

• What am I grateful for right now?
• What's joyful about my work?
• What would I do differently?
• What can I not change and just need to 

accept?
• What did I learn today that I value?

Keeping It Simple
Nine years into the Great Dames endeavor, 
Sharon has discovered the secret to helping 
women be successful is actually quite simple: 
just get them together. 

She explains a typical Great Dames event: 
“We’ll have a room of 150 women and break 
them into small groups. Now they have a 

working group to commit to putting an action 
plan together. These are women who have 
never met each other. Then they convene on 
their own. They meet for wine or coffee. And 
then they come back to me and say, ‘Did you 
know we’re in business together now?’ It’s 
fantastic!” 

Simply put, Sharon says, “When we enable 
women to forge deep connections, work gets 
done. Things happen.”

At last Sharon feels like she has a good 
answer to her father’s question. 

“Women bring out the best in each other. 
They inspire each other. They motivate each 
other. And you know what? It’s more fun that 
way. I am enjoying every second of every day 
of Great Dames.” •

Clockwise from left: Celebrating the winner of the Great Dames Remarkable Ideas Competition, 
Dr. Kimberly Nalda (fifth from left), who won a $25,000 prize package of cash and services to 
accelerate her business plan; Ashley Biden and a guest at a Great Dames event in April 2018; 
Mayor of Wilmington, Delaware, Michael Purzycki talking with guests at a Great Dames event.

“You have to constantly ask yourself  
why should you even exist. What is  
your distinctive offering? It has to be 
something no one else can do the way  
you can do it."




