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FORWARD
Today’s women are better educated than ever before. They have accumulated a wealth of skills, have learned to be adaptable, and have been told that they can do anything they want to do. The upside is that they have become independent, self-sufficient, and confident of their abilities. The downside is that they will readily admit they have not found the enjoyment or satisfaction they once imagined. The reason they attribute to the problem is that they have taken on too much. These days, most women dance to a frenzied beat, believing just because they can, they think they should. We were taught if we were capable of doing something it shouldn’t be necessary to hire it out or look for help.
This has led women to become frustrated by experiencing long days and a never-ending “To Do” list. All too often, businesswomen don’t give themselves a break. In an effort to squeeze even more into their nightmarish schedules, they make choices that actually undermine their health, their family life, their careers, and important relationships.
An old marketing adage reminds us that it’s easier to meet a need than to create one. The concept for this book came about because of very real, very important needs that our female clients repeatedly express.
Year after year, we have heard working women’s frustrations, and we have helped them deal with massive internal conflicts. Both society and individuals struggle with countless expectations, too much to do in too little time, and the fact that they receive little of the support or recognition they want—and deserve.
Men with little insight into—or appreciation for—a woman’s unique predicaments, biology, and socialization patterns have attributed her problem as one of time management! They then have proceeded to write a number of articles and books suggesting how she “fix” her problem. However, their suggestions are based on what works for men—and those suggestions are largely unhelpful for women. Besides, having read many of these self-help books, it’s clear that the male authors have been fortunate enough to have had at least one woman doing a considerable amount of work for them; otherwise they couldn’t possibly fulfill all their goals and expectations on their own.
Long-standing cultural norms are hard to shake—and women have a long list of those norms (many of which are outdated and/or irrelevant) to struggle against. One of these outdated norms assumes that women should take care of others while men take charge. Today’s women want to believe this is no longer the case. That is until they run into the subtleties at play and come to realize these expectations haven’t changed significantly over the years, despite the feminine “revolution” that began in the 1970s.
Not only does our culture have concrete expectations for women, women have expectations of their own. A woman who has achieved significant distinction in the workplace is still expected to come home and fit into an age-old stereotypical role of wife, mother, homemaker, interior designer, cook, cleaner, entertainer, educator, finance manager, shopper, gardener, friend, daughter, granddaughter, sister, and neighbor, volunteer. The list alone takes our breath away!
Then women try to fill their roles outside the home. Their workplace piles on more expectations about a woman’s role and her appropriate behavior. A woman brave enough, daring enough, or tired enough to step outside those boundaries often finds her involved in some form of guilt and internal or external conflict.
Is it any wonder that the self-help books currently available don’t work well in relieving the pressures working women routinely face?
In examining this dilemma with a succession of clients, we realized that women do not automatically experience the same professional issues that men routinely face. Instead, they struggle to be all things to all people— and along the way they neglect themselves and their own priorities.
As executive and business coaches, we began our own journey to investigate the factors that are causing all the strain, stress, and frustration among generations of very bright and articulate women. What we discovered serves as the backbone for this book, and for the solutions, strategies, and essential tools we outline here. Our goal is to help women make their lives easier, richer, happier, and saner.
We began creating this book by looking at Stephen R. Covey’s philosophy of “begin with the end in mind,” as discussed in “The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People.” He reminds us that successful people are very clear about what they want to achieve, in family life, in their profession, or in their relationships with friends and organizations.
Part of the process involves visualizing your success. The workbook portion of this book is intended to help you get in touch with who you are and where you want to go. It is based on the principle that all things are created twice—first in our minds, and secondly in our actions. According to Covey, to begin with the end in mind means to start with a clear understanding of your destination. It means understanding where you’re going so that you can better understand where you are now, so you can make sure that the steps you take are always in the right direction.
We’ve all taken on tasks and then asked ourselves why. We need to understand that there is a huge difference between being busy and doing the things that will help us achieve our goals or calling. It is
amazingly easy to be blindsided by the things that matter least when what we want to be focusing on are those things that matter most. If we really don’t care where we are going, then any road will get us there.
But, if we have a destination in mind, we need a good compass or GPS system—and even then, it is easy to get off track. This is where we must rely upon our inner compass. This book is intended to help you understand and work with your unique inner compass. As you complete the workbook portion, you will be amazed at what you learn about yourself.
So, did you pick this book because you were feeling exhausted? Frustrated? Drowning in a never-ending sea of “To Do” lists? There is hope! Change is within your reach. You can learn to manage your time and your life in a way that will give you peace, a sense of fulfillment, and the strength to give yourself permission to do what is best for you.
Hope encourages us to see beyond the present. Hope motivates us to gain the self-knowledge necessary to implement positive change. This self-awareness gives us the patience to develop our signature talents into personal strengths. The more self-knowledge we have, the more motivation for change we will have, and the more change we incorporate into our lives, the more satisfied we will become with our life.
Self-knowledge is the operant word.
This book is dedicated to all those hardworking women everywhere who are willing to embrace liberating change. Believe that your situation can change and you are halfway down the road to making significant changes. Know that change always comes bearing unexpected gifts. Change starts with the right attitude and the motivation to reclaim your time and your life!
INTRODUCTION
“Only when we become aware of something are we able to make good choices and take action.” Anonymous
In today’s hectic world, it is an understatement to say that women are overworked. We struggle with too much to do, too many people to please, too few resources, too few hours in our days and too little help.
We live in a busy, noisy, complex, and exciting world where few of us believe we have enough time and energy to devote to our personal wants, desires, and needs.
Meanwhile, new technologies designed to help us can actually add to our sense of guilt and frustration.
Everyone is pressing us to do more in less time. Conversations are routinely interrupted by cell phones and text messaging, people pressure each other to make themselves available at all hours of the day, and world-wide access creates a demand for meetings in the very early morning or very late evening. Our time does not feel like our own!
Although we have more timesaving helpers and systems than ever before, we still don’t have enough time to juggle all the things we think must be done in a day. The media tells us that we are experiencing an enhanced quality of life, so we continue adding to our stress levels by taking on more tasks than we have the resources to handle. We desperately need new methods, systems, and, above all, new habits to keep us on track—and to permit us to go off-track when we want to.
Our research tells us that it is a mistake to believe that it is simply a matter of working more effectively, prioritizing, or planning ahead. Those are just a part of the total picture. It is about all of those things and so much more. We must feel empowered to do what is important for us, to discover, use and develop our signature talents, to discipline ourselves to stay focused, and to just say ‘no’ when we need to.
Effective utilization of our time offers us the chance to restore our energies as we bend, stretch, and bounce between our work and our personal lives. An article by Tony Schwartz and Catherine McCarthy published in the Harvard Business Review reaffirms two things that we already know: longer days simply don’t work, and time is a limited resource. The secret, they emphasize, is to focus our energy, which is renewable, so we will have both time and energy for the people and things that are most important to us.
The solutions, insights, and tips in this book are custom-designed to help us all de-stress, re-energize, and channel our time better. We promise that you will find these new rituals and behaviors extremely rewarding.
You will discover a new-found freedom, energy, and sense of peace when you make the changes in your life that we suggest.
It is time for women to say, “Doing it all won’t do.” There is a better way.
SECTION I: THE FEMALE DILEMMA
“Life is a succession of lessons which must be lived to be understood.” Helen Keller
1. Why Gender Matters
2. Different Expectations
3. Feeling You Have To
4. Weary Women Don’t Get the Life They Want
5. Why Women Get Angry
CHAPTER 1: WHY GENDER MATTERS
“You don't have to act like a man to succeed in business, for you will always be judged as a woman.” Pat Heim
Is gender really an issue that we should be discussing in the 21st century? Are men and women really that different? Didn’t the feminist movement that began in the 70’s answer that question?
The modern reader will agree that men and women are different anatomically, but we still stumble around when asked if men and women are different in other ways as well.
Professor Steven Goldberg in his book with the provocative title, Why Men Rule – A Theory of Male Dominance, maintains that men and women are different in their genetic and hormonally driven behavior.
We would stress that this does not mean that one sex is superior or inferior to another but rather that each has different strengths and at the same time different weaknesses. He believes that the high level of testosterone in males drives them toward dominant behaviors, while high estrogen levels in women creates a natural, biological push in the direction of less dominance and more nurturing roles.
To say that men and women are the same is to deny the physical reality. Science makes it plain that males and females are different from the moment of conception. These differences are evident in the chromosomes that carry inherited traits from both the father and the mother. We humans have 23 pairs of chromosomes within each cell. Twenty-two of these are alike in both males and females, however, when it comes to the twenty-third pair, the sexes are just not the same. Every woman has in her cells two of what we call the X chromosome. But man has just one X chromosome. Its mate, being the Y chromosome is much smaller.
It is the Y chromosome who Amram Scheinfield notes in Your Heredity and Environment that sets sex development in motion and results in all the genetic differences there are between a man and a woman.
Right down to the cellular level males and females are different. The sex hormones estrogen in women and testosterone in men have a significant impact on behavior.
Men and women are not only markedly different in the hormones that drive them, but they are also different in the way they think. The brains of men and women are actually wired differently.
In recent years, scientists have discovered that differences between the sexes are more profound than anyone previously guessed. Here is what Dr. Leonard Sax, MD, PhD, says:
The female brain develops differently.
In women, the language areas of the brain develop before the areas used for spatial relations and for geometry. In men, it's the other way around.
The female brain is wired differently.
Women process emotions in the same area of the brain that processes language. So, it's easy for most women to talk about their emotions. In men, the brain regions involved in talking are separate from the regions involved with feeling. Knowing this, it’s not hard to understand why men have such difficult time hearing or expressing feelings.
Men and women respond to stress differently.
This is true not only for our species, but also in every mammal scientists have studied. Stress enhances learning in males. The same stress factors impair learning in females.
Not only are men and women fundamentally different in the way their brains are wired, they are also vastly different in their physical strength and endurance. Women, on average, will only have 55 to 58 percent of the upper body strength of men and are only 80 percent as strong as a man of identical weight.
When we add to this our unique personalities, our cultural upbringing, and the environment in which we live and work, we come to appreciate why the sexes view the world differently.
It is these differences that create interpersonal problems when we have the irrational belief all men, or all women, respond in a similar manner. The truth is that both men and women routinely approach a broad range of personal and business issues quite differently.
Enter the Problem of Stereotyping
In 2005, Catalyst, an organization that conducts research in three areas: Women in Leadership, Organizational Change & Effectiveness and Diverse Women & Inclusion, explored how gender-based stereotypes in business continue to endure and limit opportunities for women to advance in the workplace or achieve their potential.
Normally, gender stereotypes are generalizations we make to differentiate groups of people and in the case of men and women it is about how we differ. The purpose of stereotyping is to anticipate and respond to these differences without taking into consideration each person and each interaction. We rely on stereotyping because it saves us time and energy when we lump groups into categories!
Despite the time saving benefits, stereotyping can also spell trouble. People are extremely complex and their behavior is often highly variable from one situation to situation to another. Therefore, when stereotypes are used to make judgments about people – especially their traits and abilities – there is a high probability that those judgments will be wrong.
As Catalyst discovered, we unintentionally respond to people in ways that elicit from them the very behaviors that confirm our stereotypes. One of the reasons is that what we look for we find. If I have a bias about engineers being black and white thinkers, then I will look for evidence to support my theory. I will likely ignore evidence to the contrary but pick up on those things that back up my bias.
Imagine this situation:
Ruby came home from work to find that the electricity in the house had been off due to a power outage. To her dismay a significant amount of the frozen food had spoiled. Just days earlier she had prepared a number of special dishes for her parent’s upcoming anniversary party and now all she could see was that her hard work was for nothing. When her husband came home she wanted to talk about this unfortunate situation, to express her frustration and receive some understanding for the loss of all her hard work. Instead what she received from her husband was his exasperation that she hadn’t already thought of a solution. Right away he suggested that she immediately get on the phone and hire a caterer!
He assumed it was a great suggestion particularly since he expressed his willingness to pay for the caterer. As it turned out, Ruby became angry and her husband became upset because his idea wasn’t readily embraced.
We were told that there was some stereotyping at work here. Ruby confessed that she believed most men look for an easy way out and lack empathy for all the effort women go through. His stereotyping of women was that they are overly emotional (maybe it was a bad time of the month!) and instead of brooding about their problems they just need to move on to fix the problem. As you can imagine, the result was not satisfactory for either of them.
In the end, Ruby did more preparations with some catering help, mainly because she wanted to prepare a couple of special dishes she knew would mean a lot to her parents. He never did understand why it meant so much to her.
Stereotyping in Business
In business, gender-based stereotyping can be especially damaging if stereotypes portray women as lacking in the very qualities commonly associated with effective leadership.
Consider, for example, how a male co-worker expects a women to convey competence, face competition, present ideas, get involved in corporate politics, and determine their role on a team. If a woman unwittingly perpetuates a stereotypical bias it will undermine her credibility.
Why? Because of gender expectations and misconceptions.
Men in business will expect women to behave like them, while women will expect a female counterpart to behave in a more feminine manner. It is a fine pink line that women in leadership roles walk.
Men and women tend to respond differently—not better or worse, just differently. Yet women continue to be faulted for their feminine attributes.
As you can imagine, this gender gap can create all sorts of problems when neither side feels valued, inappropriately judged or misunderstood.
Catalyst tells us that senior managers continue to perpetuate the same old stereotypes that women “take care” and men “take charge.” Indeed they discovered that male respondents considered male leaders to be more effective than women on all of the masculine leadership behaviors they value – delegation, problem solving, and influencing upward. Perceptions of where women leaders excel also tended to match their gender stereotypes; they excelled in all those behaviors classified as feminine, i.e. support and rewarding subordinates. Problem solving was the only masculine behavior which women were perceived as superior by other women.
It is clear that both men and women have polarized perceptions of each other’s leadership capabilities. This polarization is especially evident with respect to masculine “take charge” traits and feminine “take care” traits.
This situation continues to be problematic for women particularly because men so far continue to outnumber women in leadership positions.
Raising this issue is not about blaming; it is about understanding gender differences and our perceptions whether they are due to genetics, cultural patterns or stereotyping. Once we understand a situation, we can then choose either to change or adapt to it.
Secondly, you will want to be careful in making broad generalizations about other people. Experience tells us that often these judgments are incorrect.
Be Aware of Gender Gaps
The key to success will be to recognize that some ingrained behaviors can create natural “gender gaps."
We know that the corporate world has vast room for improvement when it comes to incorporating women into top professional positions. Unfortunately, the subtleties of the Old Boys Club continue to flourish. So, what can women do about this?
As you know, the culture at most companies has been shaped over centuries by male executives. You also know that the natural outcome of a male-dominated business is that it has the tendency to be conducted like a team sport. Today more and more women are playing competitive sports, but it is only recently that they have begun to recognize the need to adapt some of these same skills to the workplace. Even then, women can find the rules of the game elusive; they don’t completely understand its approach to power, money, control, and status. Sometimes the elements are more subtle than that.
Most of us have heard big business described as a “game,” but there are still those who really don’t want to believe that’s the way it works. Interestingly, the younger the worker, the more resistant they are to the belief that inequality and stereotyping continues to exist. They have grown up believing that they can do anything they want to do and accomplish anything they desire. They don’t believe they’ll experience inequality until they decide to climb the corporate ladder. Then they begin to experience the subtleties firsthand.
Perhaps they don’t get copied on important memos, they are spoken to without the appropriate respect, they watch less experienced males receive promotions ahead of them, peers cut them off in mid-sentence, or others try to take credit for their ideas. Women will also notice that they are routinely left out of casual social gatherings where insider information is routinely shared, or they are not given the type of assignments that will heighten their profile.
Sports analogies are rampant in business: “Go into a huddle,” “Go the nine yards,” “Hit a home run,” “Get the touchdown,” “Knock it out of the park,” “Take the ball and run with it,” “Don’t strike out on this one,”
“Make the cut,” and “It’s time to play hardball” are just several of the multitude of phrases heard in hallways and boardrooms every day. This men-at-work/men-at-play mentality serves a number of purposes, and the women who lack a suitable tutor/mentor to introduce them to the game will suffer. They will either misjudge the players or misunderstand the rules they are expected to follow. We can’t become a valuable player if we are forced to guess or bluff our way along because we really don’t understand the game.
You know, and we know, that you are skilled and brighter than average. You work hard, you stay late, and yet others who are less dedicated are too often the ones who get recognized and rewarded.
This fact is sad but true: it will be exceptionally difficult to move ahead if you don’t appreciate the unwritten rules of the game. Keep in mind the truism: “Star players don’t become star players on the field. They are merely recognized there.” If you want to understand how someone succeeds, don’t just watch them accept the award. You have to observe their daily preparations closely.
To bridge gender gaps, successful women key into the rules of the game and actively study the culture of their organization. For starters, women must understand what is considered a win, what behaviors and goals will be rewarded, and what qualities are characteristic of a strong team player.
Sound impossible?
It isn’t. Women are relational creatures. We can learn from each other. Finding a seasoned mentor, male or female, who is a well-regarded professional is guaranteed to be a great asset. This mentor doesn’t need to be in the same organization, but it would be invaluable if he or she were in the same industry or profession.
Where Do We Start?
First, we need to gain personal insight into our own gender-based behaviors. Only then can we begin to bridge this gender gap. If, for example, we realize that we become overly charged when given feedback, we’ll want to develop methods for handling feedback positively. If we are frequently cut off in mid-sentence when presenting our point, we’ll want to learn how to speak more authoritatively. There may be times when we will need to hold up our hand, and, if necessary, politely but firmly indicate that we are not finished. If we are not given plum assignments, we need to develop the courage to express our interest. You get the point—and we’ll discuss these and other scenarios further along.
What we need to understand now, however, is that we will be responsible for bridging the gender-gap. We cannot rely on anyone else to do it for us.
“Why does it have to be me?” We ask. Because, in general, others don’t know what they don’t know. This is why having a crystal clear insight into what makes us tick is crucial to success in life as well as in business. Once we recognize what we need, and what others need and expect from us, then we can be successful in navigating the terrain and initiating change where we need to change.
Gender differences are real. We need to be conscious of the common tools and traps. It takes less time and energy to identify and deal with these situations than it does to worry, fret, and complain about them. If that is our only response, we are giving those issues permission to waste our time and aggravate our stress levels. So, doing some homework about us will pay off in terrific dividends. Then we suggest you not only read, but also rather study how other successful women have managed their careers.
Personality -- Know Thyself
People are not the same. We know that. We all have different personalities, and basic natures differ tremendously. We make decisions differently, we solve problems differently, and we view the world differently. Our unique characteristics combine to create our personalities. Then, on top of all that, we add the characteristics society attributes to women. And, remember, we also base our behavior on early models—parents, teachers, older siblings, and other authority figures in our past. For better or worse, we react the way we have been trained to react from an early age. So, we need to take a close look in the mirror, to figure out exactly who we are, not who we think we are.
We need to assess which of our reactions work for us and which work against us. Until we do, we may not be aware of how we are perceived by others. Knowing ourselves becomes increasingly important if we want to advance our careers—but the process doesn’t end with identifying who we are. Successful people are constantly evaluating what works and what doesn’t, what needs changing and what needs developing.
Successful people tune into their strengths and develop them. They also identify their stress behaviors and moderate them. To become successful, we, too, need that self-awareness.
We are all born with talents that are unique to us. These will become strengths when we take the time to cultivate and nurture them. One sure sign of maturity is the ability to learn about ourselves, to become aware of how others perceive us, and then adjust our behaviors for more beneficial results. Throughout life, we moderate our behavior for various reasons: in order to relate to someone personally, to fit into a certain social or work situation, to accomplish our goals, to respond to stressful situations more effectively.
Weaknesses are often those areas where we have little interest. We need to understand that sometimes an overused strength can become a weakness. Remember the old saying, “You may be good with a hammer, but not everything is a nail.” It is still very much accepted that men can be aggressive but, unfortunately, this same behavior in women continues to be frowned upon.
Understanding who we are can help us decide when we need to make adjustments. Here are a couple of stereotypical examples:
Many women under stress simply stop talking. Remember, a woman’s brain is wired differently from a man’s brain. It is language-based. If silence is your default behavior, you need to make an effort to keep the dialogue going, not shut out the other person.
Many men, on the other hand, become action-oriented under stress. Stress revs them up, and they want the problem solved immediately. Men who recognize these tendencies can learn to be more patient and listen more effectively, so the other person feels heard and more importantly, understood.
Identify Your Gender Gaps
Chances are that you know that you handle or respond to situations differently than the key men in your life. Consider how your emotions and language play a part in your personality. For instance, you may want to talk things through, share your feelings, take time to analyze before making a suggestion, etc. Then think how men in similar situations react.
There are a number of excellent resources out there that will give you a good basic understanding of common gender dynamics that are prevalent in today’s business environment.
Here is a typical example of a woman “taking care” and of her male boss “taking charge.”
Rabina has been the highest ranked woman in her company for the past several years. She is respected for her managerial ability but also for her critical thinking and strategic initiatives. When we spoke, her complaint was that her boss of many years continues to treat her as his executive assistant by giving her routine, low level tasks. The one she mentioned was preparing his slide presentations for the senior management team. He does this because he knows she gets things done and her work reflects well on him. By taking on these tasks, she had actually begun to feel resentful of him taking up so much of her time when what she really wants to do is promote her own abilities and be more visible. For her, it is as if she helping him manage his career rather than managing her own. She agrees that she should have spoken up and/or delegated this work years ago, but now she is faced with the problem of how to deal with it.
When asked whether her boss had a stay-at-home wife, she laughed. “Of course,” she said, “He is accustomed to being taken care of.”
For Rabina, here is a typical example of when doing it all will no longer do.
As her coach, it was far too late to start discussing the types of tasks he was giving her. It was agreed that she needed to come up with a plan. She had been thinking for some months that she was ready for a change--perhaps an advancement or she may even consider a lateral move. The time had come where she wanted to have a heart-to-heart talk with her boss about how he could support her career aspirations.
Part of this plan would be for her and her boss to develop her protégé to take over when she has the opportunity to move on.
When he agreed delegating these routine tasks would become part of her career development planning, she could then work on profiling her abilities.
CHAPTER 2: DIFFERENT EXPECTATIONS
“Don't tell me how hard you work. Tell me how much you get done.”
James Ling
Incredibly, nearly all the people in our lives have subtle, or not so subtle, expectations of us. Some expect us to do certain tasks. Others expect us to act in certain ways or to respond to certain situations in a prescribed manner. We have accepted some of those expectations willingly, even joyfully, while others under protest. Deep down inside, we need to admit that we cannot possibly meet all the expectations heaped upon of us. We know that the more we try, the more disappointed we become in our inability to satisfy them all.
On top of the expectations from others, we also have our own expectations. Some are rooted in the way we were raised, some are influenced by our gender, and some are misperceptions about how someone in our position is expected react. Let’s take a closer look into these expectations—we may be surprised at what we see.
In our culture, women have been raised to be caring, flexible, intuitive, facilitating, and cooperative. We see what needs doing and we aren’t shy about getting it done. These are terrific characteristics. They are skills that women have been socialized to provide, and they are valuable in business. Unfortunately, these expectations wedge women in a double bind. Even though we might like to compete and hit home runs, we are still expected to emulate society’s ideal of what our role should be: to behave properly, love babies, entertain beautifully, excel in the kitchen, keep a smoothly running and attractive home, remember all family birthdays and anniversaries, remember all family members’ appointments, volunteer, tutor the children, carpool, prepare for holidays, serve as timekeeper for the family schedules, plan vacations and parties, and serve as the entertainment coordinator. And this list is an over-simplification!
Having said that, even though we have been told we can be anything we want to be, as we enter the workplace, we soon discover the Catch-22: no matter how stellar our performance, we are still expected to conform to societal norms. We must host wonderful social events, smooth over bumpy relationships, cooperate even when it is inconvenient, know our place, and complete our tasks in a timely manner. And the workplace doesn’t give a woman credit for balancing work and home.
All the while, at home, most women are given little or no credit for their demanding role at work. We are still expected to be a supportive wife, an exceptional mother, a good friend, a happy homemaker, an effective community volunteer, and an ideal daughter.
What can we to do about all these expectations? Panic? Run away? Drop everything? Grin and bear them?
In the past, those might have been our options, but we’re here to tell you that you can do what you need to do, and still have time to do those things you want to do.
Choose what is right for you.
Let’s face it, it is impossible to be all things for all people. Acknowledging that fact, we must decide what activities and priorities are most important. Our list may fluctuate frequently, and it definitely will change over time, but we need to be aware that we are making a choice—even if we do nothing more than retain the status quo. Keeping our priorities in mind will help us make good choices in the use of our time, energy, and resources. People who have satisfying lives have chosen to be in the driver’s seat of their lives; they choose what they truly desire, and then they act on their choices.
Supports Are Essential
The dictionary defines “support system” as “a network of personal or professional contacts available to a person or an organization for practical or moral support when needed.” What the dictionary fails to note is that we all need a support system in life. Every day we talk to women who complain about the hard time they have getting the types of support they need to help manage the home. They talk about the costs involved, the time consumed by researching competent resources (“It’s easier to do it myself!”), the challenge in convincing their partner of the need for help, the hurdles involved in making the new plan work, the guilt they feel at reallocating finances.
In other words, they miss a crucial point: Working women (and these days all women are working women!) take on too much and wonder why they are so exhausted and under-appreciated. We must remember to run our homes the way successful businesses and organizations are run, with well chosen help.
Consider the factors involved in maintaining a successful career. They really aren’t much different from the factors involved in maintaining a successful home life. What are the possible supports that would make your life infinitely easier and more satisfying? The list might include housecleaning, childcare, meal preparations, laundry, gift buying, yard work, painting, repairs or all the additional tasks that you and your partner are expected to perform above and beyond your work commitments.
In business, you know the importance of taking the time to hire good people and locate top-notch resources. You know that being supported by excellent staff makes you far more successful—not to mention far less stressed. Well, what works at work also works at home.
Recognize how important help would be to you personally. Convince yourself that you deserve support! Find the people and services you need. If money is an issue, consider swapping goods for services or a service you can provide for someone else’s. If hiring help won’t fit into your budget, negotiate a division of responsibilities with your partner. And, please don’t stop at resolving just one thing. As long as you’re streamlining, do as much as possible at the same time.
You need to be able to access resources as needed, and you need to be able to perform with your best foot forward. So, let others do the same!
Delegate…delegate…delegate.
That’s an important key to accomplishment and success. We take the time at work to develop our staff and build their capabilities. It is important that we do the same thing at home. In order to delegate, we often have to take the time to educate those around us—not only informing them of what is expected of them, but also showing them how to do the tasks. Partners can be taught how to do laundry or weed the garden. Teenagers must be taught how to do house cleaning, yard work and maintenance chores. Very young children can do an amazing array of helpful tasks—and feel excited about doing them.
One other reminder: we teach people how to treat us.
If we are constantly playing the “female role,” picking up after everyone, solving everyone’s problems, stepping in to complete their chores, then we can’t act surprised when they let us do it!
CHAPTER 3: FEELING YOU HAVE TO
“In truth, people can generally make time for what they choose to do; it is not really the time, but the will that is lacking.” Sir John Lubbock
Women have been conditioned to believe there is a never-ending list of things they “have to do.” Since childhood, we have been taught to believe that hard work, determination, and looking after others will get us what we want in life—whether or not we happen to have nurturing natures.
As coaches, we routinely hear that many of our female clients allow others to set expectations for them. Often an employee just has to say, “I can't do this,” or “I haven’t the time,” and the female manager begrudgingly takes on yet another job. We do it because we’re used to picking up, whether for our family or our direct reports. Because we are expected to act motherly or womanly, we fall into the “taking care” trap, often to our disadvantage.
This routine makes us resentful and frustrated, not successful. Ironically, this type of behavior doesn’t enhance our career, it actually stifles it. We become regarded as a person others can take advantage of, who is ineffective in developing her team, who lacks leadership potential and will be judged as incapable of embracing the power of her position. This behavior sends a subtle message. Women are viewed as being focused on care-giving rather than direction-giving (read: follower), while men are considered capable of taking charge and setting a direction (read: leader).
Hard Work Doesn't Guarantee Results
Remind yourself that the willing horse gets the heavy load—but not necessarily the promotion. You are accountable to your superior to see that tasks come in on time and on budget. It is also your role to ensure that staff members are fully trained, given the right supports, and expected to undertake full responsibility for their assigned duties.
It is time to consider your position?
Are you a work horse or a lead horse?
What behaviors would be helpful to enhance your personal and professional image?
In what ways do you or your staff need training?
What supports can you offer without taking away another person’s responsibilities and sense of accomplishment?
What can you do to change your supervisor’s perception of your abilities and possibilities?
Dreaming of More Balance
“I need a wife,” women sigh, as they dream of nutritious and timely meals; family time to enjoy one another; laundry washed, folded and put away; a pantry filled with groceries; a home with everything in place; all repairs completed; and the yard work done.
Many of us were raised to believe that if we could do something, we should do it. It’s a great theory when it works. It saves money for other activities—if you have time for other activities. But, if you are a woman in need of a wife, you have two choices:
One, you can stop worrying about all the undone chores, ignore the mess or the untouched “To Do” list, give yourself a break, and relax.
…or…
Two, you can choose to stop doing it all and get the right supports in place to help you manage the tasks that need doing.
Take Charge
Manage your home the way a great business owner manages their business. Few couples flawlessly divide the housework/yard work/childcare chores evenly at first try. If something doesn’t work, try another plan.
Don’t allow early difficulties or glitches to force you into a martyr role that will adversely affect your family relationships. Good managers at work need to be good managers at home. Sit down with your partner and family and explore creative ideas to help you all manage better. Identify the chores that are creating stress in your life. Consider your options, then together set a plan in motion to even the workload and open up time for fun together. Don’t fool yourself into thinking you are the only one capable of doing those tasks.
Remember, you are setting an example for others.
CHAPTER 4: WEARY WOMEN DON’T GET THE LIFE THEY WANT
“The Statue of Liberty is no longer saying, 'Give me your poor, your tired, your huddled masses.' She's got a baseball bat and yelling, 'You want a piece of me?'” Robin Williams
It’s about time that we admit: we are too busy, too tired, and not having much fun. As one talk show host would ask us, “How’s this working for you?” If it isn't, then now is the time to focus on what is important to you.
A spouse, life partner, family member, and a good friend or two are vitally important to everyone’s happiness. Yet too often, the people we love the most are the ones who get the short end of our time, attention, and energy.
Family is critically important—children, parents, siblings and/or a “family” we create ourselves with friends. Each individual brings wonderful moments and memories into our lives, but each relationship also comes with its own challenges and expectations.
When we add our careers on top of these, our burdens start to mount. The third level is where our own personal needs come in: fitness, spiritual life, sports, volunteer work, crafts, hobbies, and all the other activities outside the office, which are also important. When they are all stacked up, we realize that our lives have become giant balancing acts.
If we are asked to rank what is most important in our lives, most of us would list health (physical, emotional, and spiritual), family, and career. However, when we look at where most of us focus our time and attention, it is in the opposite order. The mistake is that too often we let those things that matter most be overtaken by things that matter least.
Too many times we relinquish our freedom to enjoy life because we are so overwhelmed and exhausted by all the tasks we believe we have to do. According to a poll by the National Sleep Foundation, mothers who are at home during the day suffer the most. They have convinced themselves that because they “don’t work,” they are obligated to do everything for everyone. They also don’t feel validated by society for the role she and her family have chosen. It is time to recognize that this lack of sleep is making all women, whether working outside the home or not, stressed, anxious, and feeling unfulfilled. By our own admission, this affects all areas of their lives.
Another study tells us that 85 percent of all women say they “frequently feel tired,” and 59 percent “feel tired all the time.” Women are exhausted and readily admit that exhaustion is taking a toll on their health. New statistics show that more women are experiencing more serious heart problems than ever before, and the traditional gap between men and women’s life expectancies is narrowing. That’s not encouraging news!
Even the everyday activities that were once considered part of everyone’s lives are being abandoned. Having dinner together as a family is no longer taken for granted. We know busy career-oriented parents who admit that they only sit down to dinner with their children two or three times a year—including special holidays!
With every member of the family pushed for time, family members no longer have the leisure to share news of their day, discuss plans or problems, have fun together, or regularly keep in touch with others. And yet, technology has provided us with cell phones, Twitter, email, texting, and Facebook as means of keeping in touch. Despite all that, how many times a week do we hear the common refrain, “There is never enough time in the day.”?
Although we like to believe modern times are an improvement on the past, in many ways we need to question that assumption. It is a sad fact that in recent year’s depression in women has risen twice as fast as depression in men—but the numbers for both are mounting at an alarming rate. Society has set unrealistic expectations and women have accepted them. We continue to feel a primary responsibility for child rearing and day-to-day household chores on top of the pressures of the workplace. A recent study shows that the majority of women working full time would prefer to cut back their hours. Women readily admit they have too much on their plates, but few of us are willing to pick and choose what we will allow on our plates. Some call this the “Wearied Woman Syndrome.” Often, it is easy to recognize in others, but more difficult to see in ourselves, yet the warning signs are there: exhaustion, irritability, stress, overwhelming feelings of guilt, and poor sleep habits—and they have hit epidemic proportions.
Thanks in part to the media, women are beginning to recognize the importance of a more balanced life and the satisfaction of taking control of their destinies. We need to become more articulate about the pressures we face and the problems they create.
We need to talk to professional coaches, friends, mentors, and other women in similar situations. Too many of us worry about our kids growing up so fast and how we are missing important moments with them. We know we can’t turn back the clock and regain lost time.
Too many of us belong to the “Sandwich Generation” struggling to meet the needs of our own families and our aging parents simultaneously. Too many of us worry about other relationships going by the wayside. And then we add the stresses associated with work. This nightmarish life style is not what any woman intended.
Something has got to give!
Here are some time-tested tips.
Sort out Your Priorities
“Life is not a dress rehearsal.” Perhaps because we’ve heard this saying so often, we tend to ignore the message. But think about it: right here, right now – this is your life. Believe it!
If you don’t like the way your life is going, today is the day to start making changes so you can actually live your life rather than postponing your life for some unspecified time in the future.
Start today to create the life you want rather than the life you’ve found yourself trapped in. Stop allowing outside events or people’s expectations to determine how you live your life. Allow yourself to enjoy the journey.
Shut the Door on “Superwoman”
Unfortunately, women’s liberation hasn’t been all that liberating. In some cases we seem to have added shackles rather than abandoned them. Although many of us have embraced the stimulation, personal rewards, and financial benefits of working outside our homes, we have not offset our increased responsibilities by getting the help we need. Even when others help us around the home, housework continues to be seen as “women’s work.” When friends come for dinner, few commend the man of the house for the sparkling windows, shining floors, delicious meals, or interior decorating; no, those are still regarded as a woman’s role.
The media hasn’t helped. Cooking shows imply that a working woman and mother should effortlessly whip up exciting meals on a daily basis. Decorating shows imply that in thirty minutes, closets can be reorganized, rooms can be redecorated, and yards can be transformed. Magazines flaunt pictures of pencil-thin, fit-and-trim celebrities flexing their tight muscles and discussing their diet regime without reminding the readers that they also have kitchen staff, a massive budget, and personal trainers to help.
It’s time to get real. There is no ‘Superwoman’ outside of the movie theater and comic books. It’s up to us to open the door to the life each of us wants! We all need to liberate ourselves. Several times throughout the day, let’s ask ourselves if what we are doing is the best use of our time and energy.
Stop Blaming Yourself—You’re Great!
Once upon a time, mothers hugged their daughters and said, “I only expect you to do your best” and “You are lovely just the way you are.”
Then along came elective plastic surgery and a multi-billion-dollar cosmetics industry. For the good of every woman on earth, we need to go back to the old days in some regards. If you don’t have the complexion of an actress, or the body of a model, don’t sweat it. When the home isn’t picture-perfect and your meals don’t look gourmet, so be it. Remind yourself that you have priorities and your attention must focus on those. And, remember to take pride in what you do have, as well as the activities you’ve managed to check off your list every day.
When we consistently fail to get everything done, we must realize that we have options, and we can take charge of our own lives:
One, we can get help;
Two, we can move the activity higher on our priority list—if it merits a higher ranking; or,
Three, we can remind ourselves that there is always another day. Yes, one day the children will be able to pick up their own toys, make their beds, and even drive! Things are never so urgent that we need to put ourselves under so much pressure that we become anxious and miserable.
Remember: life is not about perfection, or about how others view us.
Many women are generous helpers – almost to a fault. We can say goodbye to stress by not owning every problem we encounter. Give yourself the power to choose what is important and what needs your attention.
Then remember to delegate when possible. When you empower yourself that way, you empower your children, teaching them important life skills. And if you can offer a paying job to a housecleaner or handyman or gardening service, you are doing a good deed that will benefit someone else’s family while it benefits your own.
Ask yourself: What Can I Delegate? Who Can Help?
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/76779 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!