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PREFACE

WHILE THIS BOOK reflects my own journey and focuses on my own identities, it is intended to help all women, regardless of background and identity. More unites us than makes us different – the experiences of being burnt out, stretched, alone, undervalued, and looking to make a change. This book is for women who are smart, ambitious and authentic. It is for women whose lives are so complicated and burdensome that they have lost themselves. They have lost their identity, their heart, their creative essence, their purpose, their meaning in trying to be everything to everyone. They have lost themselves in their attempt to be valued, deserving, acknowledged and recognised. It is for women who have left their jobs, marriages or communities to try to find themselves again. It is for women who want to emerge more independent, vulnerable, and comfortable with who they are, where they came from and who they want to be.

This book offers the process of ‘design thinking’ – empathise, define, ideate, prototype, test and launch – as a method of understanding internal, often conflicting, narratives and identities. In this book I have used design thinking to understand myself, in all my complexities. Woman. Divorced. Jew. Israeli. Mother. Daughter. Partner. Friend. Professional. Other. Design thinking is a process that can be used by all of us.

Identity politics, in particular notions of otherness, have been central to my identity. My sense of otherness has been with me for my whole life. I had often described myself as never fitting in. Different. Not my full self. I have always felt different because of a particular combination and intersectionality of my multiple identities. I have tried to use this to give voice to others, to advocate, to add diversity of thought to all that I am involved with. This book reflects this otherness – in fact it is its central tenet. Although I had studied identity politics at university, I wasn’t really aware that I was living it, until I heard the phrase ‘the Ultimate Other’ in an online course on antisemitism through Yad Vashem, the Holocaust Museum in Israel. I realised this was the essence of how I felt about myself; a new moment of self-actualisation.

I hope that my learnings will support you or your loved ones to better develop the empathy required to understand yourself and those around you, articulate the complexities of your identity, and heal from trauma. The therapeutic value of the writing process and the creation of stories and narratives that help define us has been hugely important in my journey.

My hope in writing this book, with its many iterations and versions, is that my journey of reconciling my different identities – the many parts of myself, my past and my potential, my heart and my brain, my life’s meaning, and my life’s work – has a universal message. I hope that it allows readers, and women in particular, to reflect on their own journeys and to share their vulnerability with self-compassion. There is no failure in this book, only writing, learning, re-writing, re-testing, and defining my own vision of success. At the end of the day, that is the only one that matters.


A WORK IN PROGRESS

I BEGAN WRITING this book in 2010. I had a six-year-old, a four-year-old and a newborn. But my marriage was essentially over. Swine flu, the Haiti earthquake, the Apple iPad and WikiLeaks were the news of the year. American Idol, The Big Bang Theory, Downton Abbey and a plethora of new reality shows were hitting our TV screens. But I was oblivious to these things at the time. I was thirty-four years old and trapped. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t sleep. I had no memory. I was a working mother of three children, lonely in my marriage, employed at a job below my capability, financially dependent, experiencing poor relationships across every part of my life and constantly feeling overwhelmed. I felt invisible and unvalued, immersed in the toxic practice of trying to meet the demands and expectations of everyone in my life. I walked around with large black bags under my eyes, feeling like a rubber band – stretched in every direction – with no nourishment or time to be. It was a shocking combination of exhaustion, burnout, stress, unhappiness and unfulfillment. I lived as a shadow of myself.

I was in ‘fight or flight’ mode all of the time, constantly battling attacks and repetitions of the same traumatic experiences time and again. I was searching for something – a lifeline, a structure, a narrative, a meaning.

I started reading business books and organisational psychology books to help me understand my life, applying business logic to the personal. That was an easy distraction. It was easy for me to be in my head, in an intellectual sense. But I still felt lost, stuck in my life and unable to find a way out. Reading was no longer enough. I was struggling to find a way to piece it all together in my mind, to align with my inner self. I could apply critical and analytical thinking to solve problems cognitively, but I was never at peace with myself or my circumstances; the stories in my mind were incoherent and incongruous.

As part of my intellectual search to provide my life with an articulation of meaning, an approach that could help me fit all the pieces of my non-linear journey together, I discovered the concept of ‘design thinking’. I was approached to help design an innovation course for a business school, and as I learned more about the innovation cycle, I realised that design thinking provided a narrative for what I was already doing intuitively. It provided a framework, a logic for how I could understand my life. If it worked for products, projects and service design, why couldn’t it work for me to reinvent and rebuild my own life after divorce?

In 2016, Bill Burnett and Dave Evans, professors at the Design Program at Stanford University, first proposed that design thinking can also be used to improve the lives of real human beings. In their book, Designing Your Life: How to Build a Well-Lived, Joyful Life, they suggest that a person can redesign their life by applying design thinking to decompartmentalised parts of their life, such as career, parenting and finances. I offer one major difference: rather than separating those elements, I've integrated them in a wholistic way.

In doing this, design thinking becomes about putting yourself at the centre of the design process, understanding your own pains, gains, needs, and desires with empathy. I had been applying design thinking at work, in my governance and volunteer roles, and even in my parenting, but I hadn’t utilised it for myself.

Design thinking was an instructive framework that spoke to me and provided a narrative that I could use to help me understand the person I had become and articulate a vision for my future self. I saw it as a way to develop an alternative narrative for my life, where I was the primary beneficiary. I constructed a powerful model for myself and went through the steps of envisioning, applying theories and ideas, and iterating and testing versions of myself.

Before design thinking, whenever I wanted to improve myself, I ended up doing yet another skills-based or academic course that would help me develop my technical expertise. This was the first time I considered what I felt rather than what I knew, moving from my head to my heart, and shifting the stories that went along with that process.
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