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To all the strong, powerful women in my life




1.

The Self-Help Revolution: What Women Do Right

If you could play God and create the perfect leader for our times, what would this person look like? You would want this person to be wise, able to comprehend many sides of complicated issues, and create novel and innovative solutions to problems. You would want the perfect leader to be working for the good of the whole group, not just for personal power or glory. The perfect leader would inspire others by understanding their perspectives, capitalizing on their strengths, and overcoming their weaknesses. And the perfect leader would persist until a job was done, even if it meant personal sacrifice.

You’ve just described a woman. Women lead with wisdom, integrity, and inspirational power every day, in their families, their workplaces, and their communities. They often aren’t recognized for this leadership, because they don’t wave their arms and ask for recognition. Instead, they simply harness their strengths to get the job done, fix problems as they arise, and help people in need.

I believe the strengths that women bring to every corner of their lives fall into four groups, and that every woman can harness these strengths:
• Women have mental strengths, namely, a particular form of mental flexibility that allows them to be creative and nimble in  finding solutions to problems they confront. They focus on getting things done, not just on doing things their way.

• Women have identity strengths that allow them to maintain a strong sense of themselves and their values in whatever situations they find themselves. They can deal with change and uncertainty, because their sense of themselves is not dependent on what they do or have, but who they are.

• Women have emotional strengths—the ability to understand their own feelings and those of others, and to use this understanding to cope with distressing circumstances. These emotional strengths also allow women to anticipate the emotional consequences of various life situations, which makes them particularly adept at making major decisions.

• Women have relational strengths—understanding others’ perspectives, which then helps women create strong social networks that support them during stressful times. They seldom indulge in rage and arrogance, even when they are justified in doing so, and look for mutually satisfying ways of solving conflicts.





Every day, women utilize their strengths to lead others to better lives, whether it be their children or partners, their neighbors and friends, or their coworkers or employees. In quiet ways, and in bold ways, they take others by the hand and lift them up, they build and nurture lives, they create and inspire organizations, and they leave a radiant mark on the world.




Transforming the World 

Women are transforming the world and transforming the face of power. Women-owned firms make up 40 percent of all privately held businesses in the United States, employing 7.3 million people and generating $1.1 trillion in revenues per year.1 In 1972, women held only 18 percent of managerial and administrative positions in the U.S. government, but by 2002, that percentage had increased to 46 percent. In  1979, only 3 percent of members of the U.S. Congress were women, compared to 17 percent after the 2008 election. Women have been elected to statewide executive offices in forty-nine of the nation’s fifty states.2


Outside the United States, women are also making big political gains. Angela Merkel, the fifty-two-year-old physicist turned politician, became Germany’s first woman chancellor in 2005, ousting the incumbent Gerhard Schröder. In 2006, Michelle Bachelet, a moderate socialist, was elected Chile’s first female president. Reformer Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf became the first female president of an African country (Liberia). And Han Myung-sook, a former dissident once jailed as a political prisoner, was inaugurated as South Korea’s first female prime minister in April 2006.

These trends in women assuming major leadership positions are inspiring. But women have been transforming the world for millennia by unleashing their strengths to meet the needs they see. Every day, in simple, unobtrusive, but powerful ways, women enrich their own lives and the lives of others. Let me illustrate with the story of Terri, a forty-two-year-old stay-at-home mom in the tiny town of Stoning-ton, Illinois. Terri is the last person on earth to think she is powerful and strong, but she has had a huge impact on her community and the lives of hundreds of people. One day in early December a couple years ago, Terri ran into a woman she knew casually, named Annette, in the grocery store. The conversation naturally ran to what their families were doing for Christmas. Terri began to name the toys she had gotten her two kids when she noticed a twinge of sadness in Annette’s eyes and a slump in her shoulders. It turned out that Annette’s husband had been laid off a few weeks earlier, and the family was already desperate for money. There would be no toys for Annette’s children this Christmas. Terri comforted Annette as best she could, and then the women went their separate ways.

The conversation niggled at Terri for the rest of the day, however. She knew there were a lot of other families in the area in the same position as Annette’s family—farmers were struggling and manufacturing plants had been scaling back or moving out in recent years.  Terri imagined her own children waking up on Christmas day with no toys under the tree and her heart ached. Terri called her best friend, Rosanna, and the two women began putting together a plan to raise money for a toy drive. Terri and Rosanna made announcements for donations at their respective churches the following Sunday. They got local businesses to place donation boxes at every check-out stand. They convinced the elementary school’s PTA to hold a bake sale to raise money to buy new toys. By December 18, Terri and Rosanna had raised nearly two thousand dollars. With this fund in hand, Terri visited the local discount stores and persuaded the stores’ managers to sell her toys at cost.

On December 22, Terri and Rosanna laid out the dozens of toys they had acquired on tables in the American Legion Hall. At 6 p.m. the doors opened, and needy families, who had been identified by church leaders, school teachers and principals, and workers at the local food pantry, poured in. Excitement filled the hall as the children picked their toys. Parents beamed to see the joy on their children’s faces and felt a bit of relief from the weight of their economic plight. In the years since that first toy drive, the community’s involvement has grown, with nearly ten thousand dollars being raised and hundreds of toys being distributed to families in need.

Terri’s success in organizing this toy drive was the result of the many strengths she brought to the task. Terri discerned that Annette was distressed by tuning into Annette’s demeanor and what Annette was not  saying about her Christmas plans. She took Annette’s perspective and understood what it would feel like not to give her children toys for Christmas. Faced with the daunting task of organizing a toy drive in a few short weeks, Terri remained confident that she could pull it off and persisted despite the discouragement of others. She rallied her best friend and the huge social network she had built in her town and then devised multiple pathways toward reaching her goal of raising enough money to buy toys for the needy children.

Women like Terri can be found in every small town, sprawling suburb, and urban center in the world. They set their sights on doing things that express their personal interests and values and nothing  stops them from accomplishing their goals. They connect with other people in ways that engender cooperation and support. They find creative ways to get around roadblocks. And they make their communities and worlds healthier and more vibrant by their everyday acts of leadership.




Transforming Adversity 

For thousands of years, women have used their strengths to rise above even extreme adversity. There are famous examples, such as Mukhtaran Bibi, a Pakistani rape survivor who transformed her trauma into a movement to change traditional anti-woman laws in Pakistan.  Time magazine recently named her as one of their 100 Most Influential People in the World. Around the world, women have organized to protect their families and themselves from injustices wrought by powerful governments, terrorists, and economic forces. During the “dirty war” in Argentina from 1976 to 1983, thousands of people were taken to detention camps and “disappeared,” most likely killed by the military. The mothers and wives of these “disappeared” formed Las Madres del Plaza de Mayo (Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo) in Buenos Aires, silently demonstrating in the plaza outside the presidential palace to demand the return of their family members. They risked torture and death, but continued to demand information about their loved ones. Once democracy was restored in 1983, Las Madres called for the prosecution of the killers, despite death threats to themselves. These women, many of them uneducated and poor, helped to bring about major political change and justice by marshaling their own strengths and the strengths of other women on behalf of their families.

Others are not famous but are nonetheless heroines for their courage and resilience. One is Jody, a lovely brown-eyed woman whose son played goalie on my son’s soccer team. Ten years ago, Jody had what many of us would think was the perfect life—two healthy, beautiful children, an attractive, successful husband she adored, and a  thriving career as an executive at IBM. Then, when she was only twenty-nine, Jody’s dream turned into a nightmare. Her husband, Len, who loved to bike, swim, and run cross-country, dropped dead of a heart attack at the age of thirty-three. Jody was initially devastated and overwhelmed at Len’s death and her new role as a single mother. But within months, Jody mobilized a wide range of psychological strengths so that she could rise above her grief and reshape her life. She drew emotional support from her many friends and practical support from her family in getting her children’s lives back to normal. Within a couple of years, Jody was leading support groups for young widows, helping them claim their identities as strong women, use the social networks they had available, and be creative about how to overcome the obstacles they faced as a result of the death of their husbands. Jody says, “Women are so much more resilient than they are given credit for. A tragedy like losing your husband can force women to recognize their power and learn how to use it.”

Women’s strengths don’t only rise to the surface in response to tragedy, however. They are also demonstrated in the lives of the hundreds of thousands of women who ignore the real barriers to pursue their dreams with resolve and unswaying integrity. When Claudia Kennedy enlisted in the U.S. Army in 1968, women were not allowed to command men and there were no women generals. When Lieutenant General Kennedy retired in 2000, she was the nation’s highest ranking female officer, a three-star general. Kennedy’s first command was over a chaotic, drug-infested company in which an angry soldier threatened her life. She restored discipline and respect by relentlessly holding soldiers to the highest values of the army—loyalty, honor, and integrity. She eventually became the deputy chief of staff for army intelligence from 1997 until 2000, overseeing policies and operations affecting forty-five thousand soldiers stationed worldwide, with a budget of nearly one billion dollars.

Throughout her career in the army, Kennedy risked disapproval and outright punishment from her superiors by standing up for issues she felt she couldn’t ignore, including the shameful living conditions of some army families. In 1996, as a two-star general, she was sexually  harassed in her Pentagon office by another two-star general, Major General Larry Smith. She raised the matter internally after the army announced that Smith was to become the army’s deputy inspector general, a post in which he would have overseen investigations of sexual harassment cases. After her charges became public in March 2000 and were substantiated in a subsequent investigation, the army quietly rescinded Smith’s appointment. Since her retirement, Kennedy, who remains fiercely loyal to the army, has nonetheless exercised her integrity by speaking out on the issues that really matter to her, such as the Bush administration’s decision to initiate and escalate the Iraq war. The kind of integrity Claudia Kennedy has displayed throughout the course of her military career and beyond earned her the respect and trust of her peers. It has also inspired her subordinates to work hard, take risks, and behave with integrity themselves.

Given what women, including Lieutenant General Kennedy, are up against around the world, it’s astounding how much they have accomplished. Despite being ignored, dismissed, even beaten down, women have honed their many psychological strengths, breaking societal chains that have bound them for generations, emerging as superb leaders, entrepreneurs, innovators, and players of the game.




Claiming Their Strength 

Over the last few decades, women’s determination has led them to grab hold of opportunities to grow in strength, often by pursuing academic degrees. The result is a tectonic shift in the geography of education. For several years, girls and women have been outpacing boys and men on most indicators of academic success. Less than one hundred years ago, female students had to obtain permission to attend lectures and were not allowed to take degrees. Between 1998 and 2005, over 300,000 more women applied for university places than men, and today, girls have all but reached the U.K. government’s target of 50 percent going on from school to study for a degree, while only 38 percent of boys go on to higher education at university.3


Women aren’t just going to university in greater numbers than men; once they are there, they are performing better by many measures. The 2005 National Survey of Student Engagement, which questioned ninety thousand students at 530 institutions in the United States, found that women spent significantly more time than men preparing for class, while men spent significantly more time than women socializing or relaxing. Other studies find that women are less likely than men to skip classes and more likely to complete their homework and turn it in on time. As a result, women are getting better grades than men, are more likely to finish college once they start, and are earning a disproportionate number of honors degrees at universities. Recent statistics show that in the U.K., female graduates are more likely to enter employment after graduating.4


A great example of the ambition and drive of today’s college women is Teresa, a senior at Yale who does research with my lab group. Teresa comes from a large, close-knit family in California. Neither of her parents went to college; instead they supported their seven children by running a small grocery store, doing housecleaning, and gardening. Fortunately, early in elementary school, teachers recognized Teresa’s intellectual strengths and encouraged her to do well in school. She did so well that she earned a full scholarship to Yale. Still, she had to work to help pay for books and living expenses—this was how I was lucky enough to meet Teresa. She applied for a job in my research group to help run studies and enter data.

Teresa is a poised, articulate, and engaging young Hispanic woman with long brown hair and piercing brown eyes, and when she walked into my office for an interview, within five minutes I knew I wanted to hire her. In the two years she’s worked with my group, Teresa has become central to much of what we do. Her ability to connect with people on a deep level has made her a tremendous interviewer, even with those with significant mental health problems. Her integrity, patience, and persistence have meant we could hand her even the toughest jobs and know they would be done well and on time. Her intellect and ambition made me leap at the chance when she asked if she could do an original research project for her senior thesis. Teresa’s  drive and motivation have enabled her to overcome significant economic disadvantages to become a valued student and colleague at one of the nation’s top universities.

Teresa embodies the new image of women’s strength. She is entirely focused on what she wants to do and how she can do it, not on the facts of her background that have historically held women like her back. When she sees an obstacle, she uses all her mental strengths to march right around it. She is tough as leather, but as sensitive and insightful as the best therapist.

It’s not only college-age women who are seeing themselves as powerful, however. Research by psychologists Abigail Stewart and Carol Ryff shows that most middle-age and older women have a deep and abiding confidence in their identity, their values, and their purpose in life.5 They accept themselves and reject social pressures to think and act in certain ways, instead pursuing their interests and exercising their talents creatively.

The stereotype of women as unsure of themselves and their contributions, unwilling to lead others, and vulnerable under stress is just plain wrong, at least for the vast majority of women. Most women are secure in their beliefs and their goals. Every woman leads in a thousand ways every day, and women’s styles of leadership are the most effective style for today’s global economy. Women are extraordinarily resilient in even the most dire circumstances, rising above adversity to create powerful networks for change and to bring meaning to their lives and the lives of others.




The Evolution of a Revolution 

Ironically, women’s strengths have developed not only in spite of but in some ways as a result of the tribulations and challenges they have faced over the millennia. Because women have not had the physical strength or social status in our evolutionary history to demand that their voices be heard or their needs respected, they have had to develop ways to survive and thrive that have not required brute force or social  power. Today, women and their children comprise the majority of people in poverty around the world, and across history women have not been in positions to demand basic resources. So they have had to become extremely clever at taking what they have and making it work. As a result, they have developed strengths for seeing many ways around their goals, focusing on getting a job done rather than on accumulating power, and on remaining persistent and optimistic even when things look bleak.

Because women haven’t had the physical strength to fight off attackers, they have learned to mobilize friends and family to protect them. Because women have been the primary caregivers to their offspring for thousands of years, they have developed unique emotional and interpersonal skills that have helped ensure their offspring’s survival. Women’s impressive ability to read and understand others’ emotions may have emerged from their need to anticipate possible violence from males and to protect themselves and their children.

If women’s psychological strengths have evolutionary roots, this means they have been present for thousands of years. Why then has it taken so long for women’s strengths not only to become visible but also to become powerful instruments of social change? There have been, of course, many battles fought, particularly over the last century, to gain women the opportunity to exercise their strengths. Psychologist Wendy Wood of Duke University argues that new technologies also played a critical role in the emergence of women’s strength.6  Washing machines, refrigerators, and microwaves have remarkably reduced the burden of keeping house and feeding a family since our grandmothers’ day. Contraceptives have allowed women to avoid pregnancy if they wish. In turn, the freedom and opportunity created by these technological changes have allowed women to develop their many talents more fully. Indeed, technology has allowed women to become much more assertive over the last fifty years as they have entered the labor force, achieved more advanced education, and delayed marriage and childbirth to establish careers, according to research by psychologist Jean Twenge of San Diego State University.7  In other words, social changes seem to be leading women to be more  willing to claim their full rights to status and power, and to see themselves as competent beings. In addition, as it has become more common for girls to grow up with mothers who were working, had advanced education, and were themselves more assertive, girls have become much more assertive and have come to expect gender equality.

In her book No Turning Back, Stanford historian Estelle Freedman argues that the political and personal freedoms women have gained over the last century have forever changed women’s expectations for themselves and other women. Freedman quotes Gertrude Mongella, secretary general of the Fourth World Conference on Women, held in Beijing in 1995, as saying, “A revolution has begun and there is no going back. There will be no unraveling of commitments—not today’s commitments, not last year’s commitments, and not the last decade’s commitments. This revolution is too just, too important, and too long overdue.”8


I am not arguing that women are superior to men. To quote the late Israeli prime minister Golda Meir, “Whether women are better than men, I cannot say—but I can say they are certainly no worse.” Instead, I want to spotlight women’s many gifts, so that society and individual women can embrace and benefit from them, rather than deriding these very talents and qualities as “playing like a girl.” It is time to reverse the meaning of “playing like a girl” so that it becomes a compliment rather than an insult. It is time to overturn the cultural stereotype of women as less than men. It is time for society to recognize and make the most of the extraordinary strengths of women for the betterment of everyone. And it is time for women to embrace and employ their talents so that they can reach their full potential.

Of course, some women are stronger than others. As you are reading about the strengths of women, exceptions may come to mind: “Oh my [sister/mother/daughter/friend] is not strong like that!” You may also object that you don’t have a particular strength, or many of the strengths. Historically, women have been very hard on themselves, focusing on their weaknesses, ruminating about every flaw in their character, talents, and appearance. The media perpetuates this obsession with flaws by publishing endless articles and books on what’s  wrong with women and how to fix it. Even when a woman exercises her strengths, she may question whether she has the right to do so, and what other people will think of her for being strong. Advertising executive and author Lois Wyse said, “Men are taught to apologize for their weaknesses, women for their strengths.”

When you hear about the amazing strengths of women, you may be inclined to say, “Oh, I could never be that strong.” Or you may think that even if you had the strength to fight back from adversity, or you learned to overcome your fears and stand up to be counted, you’d have little to offer—few talents, skills, or opinions that anyone would find valuable. You’re wrong.

I challenge you, as you are reading this book, to focus on your strengths, and the strengths of the women you know, rather than on weaknesses. Notice how those strengths play out in small ways and big ways, and notice how much they affect other people. Become a woman of strength, build your strengths so that you can do anything you want to do with your life, and be brilliant in whatever you do.

Every woman was born with something to give, to her family, her community, and her world. In small ways and in dramatic ways, all women give every day—they give of their love and nurturance, their wisdom, and their abilities. As Audre Lorde said: “When I dare to be powerful, to use my strength in service of my vision, then it becomes less and less important whether I am afraid.”9





Being as Powerful as You Can Be 

As women take up Lorde’s challenge and dare to be powerful, they are sparking a revolution in the very concept of what it means to be a woman. Gone are the days when women were defined by what they are not: not physically powerful, not mentally tough, not ambitious—not men. Instead, women are now defining themselves in terms of what they are: mentally adept, solid and assured, emotionally astute, and interpersonally skilled. They are bringing these strengths to their care of their families, to the marketplace, to  community service, and to political leadership. And the world is a better place for it.

Every day, women rise above tired old ways of solving problems and relating to people to create wholly original solutions and relationships that improve their lives and those of people around them. Companies are making more money because women are bringing to the global economy their skills at working with diverse populations and at seeing many pathways to their goals. Communities and nations are recognizing the integrity and transformational leadership style of women and calling upon them to lead them into progressive change.

Women exercise their strengths most often in the context of their families and close relationships. They find creative solutions for their family’s problems. They bring enormous patience and empathy to their relationships. They navigate the emotional upheavals of raising children and sustaining marriages, usually with deftness and success. Close relationships thrive because women bring their mental, identity, emotional, and relational strengths to every interaction, building, nourishing, and relishing in love and in growth.

This revolution spotlights women’s strengths, not their weaknesses. Rather than focusing on the obstacles to their progress, women of the revolution deftly go over, under, and around these obstacles. They are not concerned with what women should or should not be doing. (Have children or not? Join the army? Be national leaders?) Instead, women of the revolution are concerned with how women can do anything they want and need to do.

This is the “how to” book of this revolution. I will shine a bright light on the extraordinary strengths women are bringing to bear to change the world in increasingly powerful ways. Women have always had these strengths. But thanks to the liberation our foremothers won for us over the last century, and thanks to freedoms created by technology, women are now flowing through the doors of opportunity and showing up in boardrooms, parliaments and congresses, service organizations, and educational settings. As women exercise their strengths in these venues, the eyes of the world are adjusting to the new vision of women as strong, clever, insightful, and inspiring. It’s  taking some time for the world to get a clear picture of women of the revolution. But I aim to help by documenting the ways women are redefining themselves and transforming the world through their strengths. In the meantime, I intend to give women the tools to claim their strengths and use them to live their lives to the fullest in whatever venues they choose.

Every woman was born with the capacity to be strong, including you. No matter how beaten down or weak you feel, I can help you build your mental, personal, emotional, and relational strengths so that you have the power to exercise your talents, pursue your interests, and express your opinions—at home, in your community, and in your workplace. This book is chock full of tools to build your strengths, exercises that any woman can do by herself or in the company of friends. Some of them may be difficult, many will be fun. But all will bring you to a place where you feel alive and vibrant and powerful.

Every woman deserves to recognize and claim her many strengths so that she can capitalize on the power that is within her. We need all women at the table of leadership and change, including you. There is too much to do, too many problems to fix, too many wonderful new things to accomplish. You don’t have to aspire to have power and influence, but we can’t waste what you have to bring to the table.

So join me at this table of strength—strength that will set you free to give all you have and to enjoy life to its fullest. A place is set for you. You are welcome, you are needed, and you will enjoy taking your place there.




ONE

The Unique Strengths of Women




2.

Genius Redefined: Understanding Women’s Mental Strengths

My grandmother Geneva raised thirteen children during the Great Depression. My grandfather’s job on a farm in rural Illinois brought in some cash, but not nearly enough to feed and clothe their large brood. When they were lucky and got a scrawny chicken to slaughter, Grandma Geneva would somehow get three meals for fifteen people out of that chicken. She’d combine a little bit of meat with vegetables from her garden to make casseroles or soups. She’d boil the backs of the chicken for hours to extract every bit of flavor and nutrient from them. In addition to her garden, Grandma Geneva would troll along the railroad tracks near their house to find wild asparagus and blackberries. She’d take some of the kids mushroom-hunting in the local woods. She would make whole meals out of dandelion greens, wild onions, and leftover pork fat. She was a better survivalist than “Bear” Grylls—she did it for fifteen people.

Of Grandma Geneva’s thirteen children, nine were girls. Think about this—that means nine weddings to pay for. How in the world did she and my grandfather pay for nine weddings? Grandma Geneva was proud, but she wasn’t stupid. She knew there are many things in this life you can’t do on your own, and you have to know when to ask for help. She taught her children that families are interdependent and family members must be there for one another, in whatever ways are necessary.  The siblings who were working chipped in for other wedding costs. The daughters also chose the kind of men who would not only help pay for their own weddings but would step up, lend a hand, and do what needed to be done for the family. As the years went on, and Grandma and Grandpa grew more frail, my uncles and aunts stepped up again and again, fixing Grandma and Grandpa’s old house, helping to pay their bills when the Social Security checks were spent, and caring for Grandma’s and Grandpa’s physical needs when they each developed cancer. In the years since Grandma Geneva’s death, these uncles and aunts, and the dozens of cousins they produced, have continued to care for one another in a network of interdependence that will go on for many generations. Because my grandmother gave herself and her talents to her children fully, but also instilled the fundamental principle that “you help each other any way you can,” she created a huge network of support, first for herself and my grandfather, and then for her hundreds of offspring and the hundreds of other people their lives touched.

The first time I took my husband to a get-together of my Grandma Geneva’s family, he pulled me aside and said, “There are so many people here, and there’s so much going on, but it’s so calm!” At that gathering, there were forty aunts and uncles, fifty-three cousins, forty-five spouses of cousins, and a few dozen children of the cousins. People were cooking food, playing with children, fixing broken toys, and sharing stories. Grandma Geneva’s offspring are generally very busy and productive, but they don’t call attention to themselves. They get things done, but don’t worry about getting credit for it, just like Grandma did.

Often when you see photos of families from the Great Depression era, you see sad, undernourished kids. When I flip through photos of my Grandma Geneva’s family, I see happy, vibrant children growing up secure in the fierce love of their parents. My grandmother found ways not only to feed and clothe her children despite abject poverty but also to ensure they got an education and developed identities marked by self-respect, concern for others, and integrity. My mother and her siblings revered their mother for her ingenuity in triumphing over the massive hardships of the Depression through cleverness, creativity, and sheer determination.

I’d say Grandma Geneva was pretty smart. Not the kind of smart that is measured on intelligence tests or the SATs. Indeed, she had little formal schooling, so I’m not even sure she could have read the questions on such tests, let alone answer them. But Grandma Geneva took the hand life dealt her and used all her mental strengths to conquer obstacles and provide for her family. She kept going even when the conditions seemed hopeless, because she wanted—she had to ensure that her children were healthy and growing into the best people they could be. She asked for help when she needed it, and created a culture of caring that empowered her and her family to accomplish much more than she could have done on her own. She never asked for thanks or praise for all her efforts, and she raised children who also focused on doing what needed to be done for each other rather than on being noticed for their good works.

Women are smart in the ways that Grandma Geneva was smart. They bring tremendous mental strengths to what they do in each day, effectively fixing problems, serving other people, and building their own lives. Like Geneva, women find novel, creative ways to accomplish their goals given whatever circumstances they find themselves in. They don’t get distracted by issues of who gets credit for solving a problem—they just solve the problem and get on with things. They keep going with a potent determination to get the job done no matter what. They make use of other people’s talents and skills in a synergistic way that leads to the best possible solutions to problems.




Mental Strength vs. Social Status 

Women’s mental ingenuity and toughness hasn’t been recognized traditionally. If you ask people, particularly middle-aged and older adults, whether men or women are mentally stronger, they will likely reflect on which sex is more established in positions of power and influence, whether serving as government leaders or corporate executives (men); prestigious academic “thought leaders” (men); or strong-minded, clever, and resolute media “personalities” (men). And they  will probably conclude that men are mentally stronger. Of course, there are many reasons other than mental capability that men are more likely than women to be in top government, corporate, and academic positions, including vast historical differences between men’s and women’s access to education, and outright prejudice against women leaders.

But around the globe—if not always in the world of the top-dollar media or the sequestered corporate office or the isolated ivory tower—women steadfastly and adroitly solve problems and lead others into better lives every day. If they can’t access positions of official power, they go through the back door to get what they want. As historian Estelle Freedman documents, for centuries women who saw needs for social change but were denied access to elected office or other sources of power organized other women to create change.1 Women have founded hundreds of non-governmental organizations and social action groups to fight for basic resources, justice, and peace. Let me cite just a few examples.

Women for Women International is a women-led group that helps women around the world who have lost everything to war and conflict. 2 After the women in their programs are provided financial aid for food, water, medicine, and shelter, they are given training in leadership skills and vocational and technical skills. The aim is to help women gain a sustainable, independent life, and to bring women’s voices into leadership positions in their communities and countries. In the devastated country of Rwanda, over fifteen thousand women have graduated from Women for Women International’s training program, and today 41 percent of Rwandan businesses are owned by women.

Small groups of women often come together in the midst of personal tragedy to fight for change, and when their wisdom and courage catches the media’s and public’s attention, a larger social movement emerges. When widows of men killed in the 9/11 attacks believed the government wasn’t telling the full story of the intelligence failures that led to their husbands’ deaths, they organized to fight for an independent commission to investigate how 9/11 happened—the 9/11 Commission was the result of their efforts.

CodePink is a U.S.-based group of women that organized in 2002 to oppose the invasion of Iraq; since then, they have held annual Mother’s Day rallies across the street from the White House; sent peace delegations to Iraq, Pakistan, Turkey, and several other nations; and worked to elect officials who will commit to pushing for peace and social justice legislation.

In the 1990s, four Israeli women who had sons serving in Lebanon organized to protest the “silent war” Israel had been waging for over a decade. Founder Rachel Ben Dor asked, “Why should we send our children to die because our leaders can’t solve our problems by talking?”3  Calling themselves simply The Four Mothers Movement, they picketed the Israeli defense ministry and organized a letter-writing campaign that eventually collected over twenty-five thousand signatures. The group grew to include several hundred citizens from all walks of Israeli life, including ex-soldiers, and met weekly with Knesset members and other public officials. The Four Mothers convened intensive discussions with the Israeli prime minister and defense minister, and their persistence helped lead to a shift in public opinion about the occupation of Lebanon. During the subsequent campaign for prime minister, the Labor Party’s candidate, Ehud Barak, announced that if elected he would withdraw troops from Lebanon. He won in a landslide, and Israel’s troops were fully withdrawn by May 2000. In each of these cases, women ignored arguments that there was nothing they could do to change how their government or communities were behaving. They banded together and recognized one another’s talents, came to mutual decisions about what changes they wanted made, and then designed clever, novel means to achieve those changes.

Over the last generation, the world has begun to appreciate women’s mental adroitness, and women are literally changing the face of power in business and academia, mobilizing their tremendous mental strengths to do things differently, and better. As we saw earlier, women now hold approximately 46 percent of managerial and administrative business titles in the United States—and while still short of the proportion of women in the country, it’s getting closer! Women represent over 40 percent of the academic staff in higher  education institutions, with similar figures in the United States. From 2006 to 2008, the percentage of female professors in higher education institutions in the U.K. rose from just below sixteen percent to almost nineteen percent.4


We still have barriers to cross and ceilings to crack, however. The face of power at the very top of corporations and government remains, for the most part, a male face. Only fifteen of the Fortune 500 companies are run by women. The U.K. is also behind the U.S. in terms of women-led businesses. In order to match the level of women-led businesses in the United States, the U.K. would have an additional 900,000 business and 150,000 start-ups every year.5 Despite the gains in Congress and governor’s mansions across the nation, the percentage of women running for these top elected positions in the U.S. has gone down compared to the 1990s.6 Female representation in the U.K. government still has a long way to go: in 2009 under the Labour government there were only 126 female MPs out of a possible 645 seats in the House of Commons.7


We need more women wielding power and influence because women bring a distinct set of mental strengths to problem solving, a set of strengths that is redefining what we mean by mental power and intelligence. Moreover, we need more women to recognize and accept their own mental strengths so that they can move forward toward their goals, grow and thrive as individuals, and give their best to those they love.




The New Meaning of Smart 

For too long, we have confused intelligence with assertiveness. Boys speak up more in the classroom, and that leads boys and girls (and their teachers!) to infer that boys are smarter. Men come forward with proposals to solve problems faster and more assertively than women, and this makes men appear to be more capable as problem solvers. But just because you are willing to put yourself and your ideas out there doesn’t mean you are smart—it just means you have the confidence to promote yourself  whether or not you are correct. In 1992, Jane Campbell defined the “male answer syndrome”—the tendency of men to state a confident answer to any question, no matter how much they know about the topic. A friend of mine calls it “being wrong with authority.” Confusing assertiveness and confidence with intelligence ignores the real stuff of mental power.

We also confuse intelligence with what intelligence tests measure. Intelligence tests were designed to assess skills that make for success in school, such as the ability to analyze and solve abstract problems (such as math or logic problems), to have a large vocabulary, and to read and understand complex passages of literature. These are clearly important skills, and women and men generally get about the same overall scores on these tests. The bigger issue, though, is in the definition of intelligence represented by IQ tests. As useful as abstract reasoning and vocabulary are in some settings, they are not the only ways, or even the best ways, people can be smart.

In recent years, psychologists have been blowing old-fashioned notions of intelligence out of the water. Psychologist Robert Sternberg is one of the champions for a new view of intelligence. He argues that intelligence isn’t just what intelligence tests measure and it isn’t something you are either born with or not. Instead, he says:
Intelligence is the ability to achieve success in life, given one’s personal standards, within one’s sociocultural context. One’s ability to achieve success depends on one’s capitalizing on one’s strengths and correcting or compensating for one’s weaknesses through a balance of analytical, creative, and practical abilities to adapt to, shape, and select environments.8






That is, being a successful person—making a living, getting along with others, doing things that are important in your community—depends on using whatever you have to deal with the situations you find yourself in, while also living in sync with your personal values. By Sternberg’s definition, it’s obvious that my Grandma Geneva was a genius in handling the problems of her life, even though she was barely able to read.

Sternberg and his colleagues have conducted studies around the world, tracking successful people in other cultures (who don’t score high on American intelligence tests) and documenting the resourceful strategies they have developed to thrive in their natural environment. For example, villagers in Kenya fail miserably on American IQ tests, but they build up an intricate knowledge of herbal medicines, which are critical to their survival. Similarly, Brazilian street children cannot do math problems that children with formal schooling can do, but those same street kids have been observed running successful businesses, selling trinkets and paying bribes to local officials. These businesses require them to do quick computations while negotiating cash transactions, a skill many Americans seem to be losing as they adopt the habit of paying electronically.

Sternberg’s examples are about how different cultural contexts require and create different mental strengths and intelligence. Women have developed mental strengths in response to their specific cultural lives, too. In this chapter, we’ll explore the specific mental strengths of women. Research has identified at least four such strengths:
• Women are able to see many ways to use existing resources to accomplish their goals. They recognize that there is not just one way to do things, and they value novel, innovative approaches to problem solving.

• Women stay focused on getting a job done rather than being obsessed with getting their way. This keeps their minds open to the opinions and ideas of others, and they are willing to go with others’ solutions even if it means others get credit and they don’t.

• Women know when to ask for help and aren’t afraid to do so. As a result, they don’t stay stuck for long, trying to prove they “can do it by myself” and instead capitalize on the combined strengths of everyone around them.

• Women remain optimistic and persistent even when things look bleak. They keep looking for solutions when others give up and implement these solutions with confidence and hope.








Problem-Solving Gymnastics 

At the heart of Robert Sternberg’s definition of successful intelligence is the ability to use whatever you have at your disposal to do whatever you have to do—feed your children and yourself, make a living, pursue your interests, literally build a life. Intelligence involves being able to see problems differently from others, and to be willing to use your own judgment rather than going along with the crowd. Business gurus have called this “thinking out of the box” or engaging in a “paradigm shift.” Evidence shows that women were exercising this mental strength for years before the business gurus gave it a flashy new label.

Women have had to confront seemingly immovable walls and complex obstacles to reaching their personal goals. What do they do? They perform mental handsprings over the walls. They cartwheel around them. They find a pole and vault gracefully over. Most women are able to coordinate and manage their goals, interests, and needs with the circumstances in which they find themselves, even when those circumstances are not optimal.

Women have become mentally flexible, in part, because over history they often have not had their own resources in terms of money, or access to education, power, or even freedom. Instead they have had to rely on whatever resources have been given to them, mostly by the men in their lives, to achieve what they want. Some women have garnered tremendous power and resources through men. Many have had to scrape by with much less than they needed, however, either because their men didn’t have resources themselves or because they were abandoned by their husbands, partners, or family members. Thus they had to find a way to survive and help their children survive with less than they needed—as my Grandma Geneva did. They have had to find ways of building fulfilling lives despite being denied access to education and employment.

Getting by with what you have and dealing with the hand life deals you is something women are still doing today. For example, consider the women who become single mothers after divorce, like Jean, a twenty-four-year-old redhead with two small children in suburban  Wisconsin. When she was a senior in high school, Jean had dreams of becoming an elementary school teacher and had earned good enough grades to make it into college. She often imagined herself standing in front of a room of fresh-faced youngsters, patiently explaining the day’s math lesson while some kids listened intently and some squirmed in their seats.

But Jean was also infatuated with Tom, a tall, blond point guard on her high school’s basketball team. After dating for a couple of months, Jean and Tom became intimate and soon Jean found herself unexpectedly pregnant. Jean didn’t know Tom very well, but her small-town upbringing, as well as her desire to believe in Tom, led her to agree to marry him. Their daughter, Julia, was born two months later.

Julia had little wisps of light red hair, blue eyes, and enormous pink cheeks. Although Jean had shelved her dreams of going to college to become a teacher for a while, she was in heaven every time she cradled Julia in her arms. Her relationship with Tom wasn’t so heavenly, however. He had taken a job in an auto parts store and hated everything about it. When he came home at night, he was tired, irritable, and ready for a drink. Tom seemed to have little interest in Julia, regarding her as a loud annoyance. The fights between Tom and Jean became more frequent, as did Tom’s drinking bouts. Within a year, Tom had gotten fired for drinking on the job and the couple had no money.

Jean realized she had to free herself from Tom, for her own sake and Julia’s. One night when Tom was out drinking, she bundled up Julia, packed some clothes and left, for good. She borrowed a few hundred dollars from her parents, who couldn’t afford to give her more, and found a tiny apartment for her and Julia. She made the apartment cozy and workable with borrowed furniture and dishes from her parents and friends. It wasn’t ideal, but it was a start.

Unfortunately, Jean’s high school education meant she could only get a low-paying job. By the time she paid for day care, the rent, and the debt that Tom had amassed on their joint credit cards, Jean’s income was gone. This definitely wasn’t how Jean had envisioned her life unfolding—she had never imagined being a single mother in difficult financial straits—and she knew that she could do better, for  herself and for her daughter. Jean quickly adapted to her new circumstances, identifying every student loan and scholarship that might help her get more education. She found a new job as a transcriptionist that allowed her to stay home with Julia, and scraped and saved every possible penny. When she felt defeated, she would go into Julia’s bedroom at night, taking inspiration as she gazed at her baby’s beautiful face, saying, “I promise you, my little angel, we are going to be okay. I can do this—I have to do this, for you and for me.”

Within a year, Jean was enrolled in a teachers’ college on a scholarship and holding down a part-time job as a research assistant for one of her professors. Julia stayed in the co-op day care on the college campus while Jean worked or went to classes, and they had enough money for the two of them to get by. Jean graduated in three years and landed a job as a fourth-grade teacher in her hometown elementary school. Thus, by adapting to unforeseen circumstances without losing her core sense of self, Jean managed to educate herself, find a rewarding job, attain financial stability, and provide a secure life for her young daughter, all in the space of a few years. Rather than fixating on how her life had gone wrong, Jean stayed mentally flexible, ingeniously using the available resources to rebuild her life.

Mental flexibility is a major reason that women are gaining leadership positions as the economy becomes more global. According to a recent survey of business and government leaders, women are better able to ignore rules and traditional ways of doing things.9 They are more willing to take risks and try innovative ways of dealing with issues. As Connie Jackson, chief executive of St. Bartholomew’s and the Royal London Charitable Foundation, said, “As a leader, there are times you need to risk going in a direction that no one else has ever taken before. You have to step out there and follow the path you think is right.”

Women business leaders don’t tend to be wedded to standard business practices and are able take into account the perspectives of diverse cultures in creating and marketing products. Because women have not been in positions of power for long, few of us have developed a rigid sense of how people are supposed to do things. That gives women the  freedom to find creative solutions to problems, to buck “the rules” of “how everyone does it.”

Take, for example, Indra Nooyi, who was promoted from strategist to CEO of the multibillion-dollar firm PepsiCo. Nooyi, an Indian-born dynamo in her fifties, is positioning PepsiCo for growth in China, the Middle East, and India. Most CEOs approach globalization with the question “How can I sell what I have to these people?” Instead, Nooyi asks the novel question “How can I make what other cultures want to buy?” Rather than trying to find slogans and price points that will sell quintessential American products such as Pepsi and Lay’s potato chips to people in very different cultures, Nooyi is learning about the regional tastes for snack foods and creating new products that satisfy and lure those tastes: lentil snacks in India, a white mushroom-flavored version of Lay’s in Russia. She has also acquired small companies that understand local tastes and produce foods to fit those tastes, such as juice drinks in Eastern Europe or granola bars in New Zealand. As a result of Nooyi’s innovative approaches to global marketing, first as market strategist and now as CEO, PepsiCo’s sales have increased an average of 8.4 percent in recent years, compared to 6.5 percent for Coca-Cola.



Mental Strength #1: Women find many pathways to accomplish their goals; they are neither conformist nor rigid. They take whatever resources are at their disposal and use them to solve problems and create a fulfilling life.






Getting It Done, Not Just Doing It My Way 

Because most women haven’t yet had the opportunity to become accustomed to holding positions of authority, they don’t process situations in terms of gaining or maintaining power. Because they are not preoccupied by grabbing influence, women are able to imagine a wider range of solutions to problems, some of which might even require that they relinquish a measure of control. They don’t see accepting others’  solutions to problems as a threat or a defeat—they see the value in others’ opinions and ideas and are willing to go with them if that’s what makes the most sense. As a result, solutions can reflect the best option of several, or the collective wisdom of the group, rather than the individual opinion of one person.

Across a variety of educational institutions, businesses, and volunteer or nonprofit organizations, studies show that women are more likely than men to adopt a democratic leadership style, working cooperatively with others to complete projects and goals. They are more likely to see the value in others’ opinions, to actively solicit those opinions, and to engage in give-and-take toward an optimal, mutually satisfying outcome. They don’t get hung up on being right or getting credit. Instead, they focus on finding the best possible way to solve problems.

Men, on the other hand, are more likely than women to adopt an autocratic leadership style, focused on accumulating and exercising power—the old “command and control” style of leading.10 People with an autocratic leadership style insist that they know what’s best and that everyone else march in line. Dissenters are not only ignored, they may be punished. If the autocratic leader happens to be a genius, this may work out fine, but in most cases the narcissism of autocratic leaders results in defeat, even tragedy, for them and for people around them.

Government may be the place that most needs the leadership style of women. Successful governing requires individuals with different talents and knowledge bases, and who, representing different constituencies, come together to forge solutions for the common good. The common good often loses out, however, to power grabbing and influence peddling. Moreover, even government leaders who intend to serve their public are not as effective if they take an autocratic approach to governing, always assuming that their way is the right way and everyone else has to march in line, because they don’t make use of the talent around them to find optimal solutions.

Many women get into government because they are sick of the narcissistic, power-hungry ways of current government leaders. Traci  Wells decided to run for mayor of her medium-sized town in Iowa after a major snowstorm shut down all the roads. Her neighbor, seventy-six-year-old Gus, had a heart condition but insisted on getting out and shoveling his walk. To her horror, Traci looked out her kitchen window to see Gus collapse in his backyard. After quickly calling 911, Traci rushed next door to perform CPR until the ambulance came. The ambulance didn’t come, though, and didn’t come and didn’t come. Finally, after nearly forty-five minutes, it arrived. Twenty minutes earlier, Gus had died in Traci’s arms. “What the hell took you so long?” Traci said in a quivering voice through clenched teeth. The ambulance driver explained that many roads, even main roads, had not been plowed yet, and that they had had difficulty getting through five-foot snowdrifts to get to Gus’s house.

Traci’s sadness over Gus’s death turned to fury when she learned later that day that the roads near the mayor’s house had been some of the first to be plowed after the snowstorm, even before the main arteries of town. This mayor was well known for taking care of himself and his buddies first, whether it came to plowing roads or appointments to city jobs or contracts for city work. Traci had long thought someone should call this mayor on his influence peddling and nepotism, but most people were too afraid of retribution to do so. Traci didn’t run a business and her husband worked in another town, thirty miles away, so she wasn’t afraid of the mayor. She organized her friends and family, fellow church members, and Gus’s family to start a letter-writing campaign to the local newspaper complaining about cronyism in city government. She went to town board meetings to question the mayor’s proposals for new projects, asking why certain businesses seemed always to get the best city contracts.

Then she had the audacity to run for mayor against the incumbent. By the date of the election, most townspeople had heard about the mayor’s shady dealings and knew Traci’s name from her letters and opinion pieces in the local newspaper. She won the mayoral election by eleven percentage points.

One of Traci’s first initiatives as mayor was to review the city’s plans for emergency services. She appointed the chief of police, the fire chief,  the director of the local hospital, and the director of city maintenance to evaluate the effectiveness of services and make recommendations for change. Within a couple of weeks, word came back to Traci that the meetings of this review panel had devolved into buck-passing on problems, with each member insisting his organization would need more money to improve the effectiveness of its emergency response. She got calls at all hours of the day and night from members of the panel, arguing for more resources and suggesting ways Traci’s career might benefit from allying with them over the other department heads.

Traci attended the next meeting of the review panel. “Gentlemen,” she began, “I know all of you have the best interests of our city at heart, and many ideas for how emergency services can be improved. As you know, the city does not have a surplus in its budget, and I ran on a platform of no new city taxes. As a result, we are going to have to improve services without spending more money. That means you are going to have to get creative in finding new ways to work more efficiently and effectively with each other. Now I have some ideas, but you all have more experience in your respective positions, so I want to hear your ideas. I will pledge to implement the two or three best plans that you develop to integrate your department’s services with services of at least one other department to improve the overall quality of life in this city. I will implement no plans that involve giving just one department more resources.”

The members of the review panel sat in stunned silence for a minute, then began to protest. Although Traci had to continuously reiterate her demands for cooperation, she cajoled several useful plans out of the review panel, including one for the integration of the city’s services across several departments. Her work with the panel set a tone for all her other initiatives: she insisted everyone work toward shared goals and rewarded cooperation among city employees and contractors.

Of course, there are power-grabbing women as well as men who focus on the common good and not simply on the accumulation of power. And there are still male-dominated businesses in which cooperative, goal-oriented leadership is a disadvantage. Many a woman  has had the experience of putting forward an innovative proposal for change in her business or community organization only to have some man claim credit for her idea. Indeed, as women have been fighting their way into positions of leadership and power in the last few decades, they have had to learn how to get credit for their ideas and their work.

Increasingly, however, leadership gurus, such as organizational psychologist Bernard Bass of the Center for Leadership Studies at Binghamton University in New York, are arguing that the modern economy requires leaders who can foster cooperation among employees and peers who come from different backgrounds and bring various types of expertise to the table.11 Technology is moving too fast and customers are too diverse for any one leader to have everything it takes to succeed. Instead, leaders must bring together all the human capital under their leadership in a spirit of cooperation working toward common goals.

Women also bring an ability to focus on the task at hand rather than on wielding power to their approach to parenting. Raising children involves constant negotiation over independence and autonomy, over whose rules govern the household, and over standards of conduct. This is especially true when children become adolescents and the biological and social forces in their lives push them to defy rules and their parents’ authority. Research by psychologist Lawrence Steinberg of Temple University finds that many fathers cope with this battle over authority by clamping down on the rules and getting more rigid in their assertion of authority; they deal with conflict by cutting off the conversation, using language such as “You’ll do it because I said so!” Or they walk away and withdraw, avoiding conflict by becoming absent or silent. Mothers, on the other hand, are more likely to engage in give-and-take with adolescents; mothers will assert their authority as needed but are also willing to give their teenagers some room to grow and make their own mistakes, within certain boundaries. 12 One reason mothers are able to do this is because they are focused on helping their children navigate the pressures of adolescence and develop the ability to make good choices on their own rather than establishing who is boss.

This doesn’t mean conflict does not exist between mothers and their teenagers. But many mothers are able to resist defining conflicts in terms of who is in charge, who wins, and who loses. This helps them stay more calm, more persistent, and more open to seeing the ways in which they can help their teenagers through the challenges of adolescence.



Mental Strength #2: Women are goal-oriented. They work toward getting a job done, rather than getting their way.






Many Hands Make Light Work 

Wendy, a vibrant forty-three-year-old woman, had been married to her husband for twenty-three years when she filed for divorce. The marriage had never been good. For years, he had cheated on her, been neglectful of her and their children, and occasionally had been abusive. Why didn’t she leave him earlier? “I didn’t want my kids growing up poor,” she said. Her husband had a well-paying job and the kids were accustomed to a comfortable life. Wendy had no college education and, she felt, no marketable skills. She couldn’t count on her husband supporting the kids if she left him. So she stayed until her oldest was off to college and the youngest was in high school. But after a long, nasty argument one day, she finally filed the divorce papers. “It was time,” she said. “The kids were nearly grown, and I’d had enough.”

To her surprise, Wendy found that the most difficult thing about being single was taking care of her house. Her husband had been wealthy enough that she had been able to hire others to do anything that needed to be done around the house. She had never unplugged a stopped-up sink, never dealt with a furnace that wouldn’t work on a cold night. She no longer had money to hire repairmen, so she was on her own. How did she cope? She did what many women know to do at times like this—she gathered help and expertise from others.

Actually, Wendy had to create a completely new support network. Her husband didn’t want their mutual friends and acquaintances to  know that they were divorcing, and most of these people didn’t know how to unplug a sink anyway, so they weren’t an option. “Didn’t really like those people,” she said. So Wendy started going to Parents Without Partners (PWP) to meet others who were in similar life circumstances. Through PWP Wendy met men and women who were willing to help her learn the basics of taking care of a house, how to find affordable repair services, and the like. She had no problem calling any of these new friends to ask how you use a plunger to unplug a toilet, or what options you have when water is pouring into your basement during a rainstorm.

Wendy also solicited help in watching out for her younger daughter, Rochelle. Wendy had taken a job as a bookkeeper, so for the first time in Rochelle’s life, no one was at home when she returned from high school in the afternoon. Neighbors alerted Wendy that Rochelle was bringing other teenagers home with her, and things seemed to be getting pretty wild, with loud music coming from the house and kids’ cars screaming away from the house. So Wendy asked one of her neighbors, a woman she had become friends with, if she would pick up Rochelle from school in the afternoon and Rochelle could stay at the friend’s house until Wendy could get home from work. In exchange, Wendy babysat her neighbor’s two young children while the neighbor worked evenings as a waitress. Both women benefited, and Rochelle’s behavior, and grades, soon stabilized.

Now let me be clear: Wendy is a woman with a great deal of personal pride. She has a strong sense of her own self-worth, which saw her through her terrible marriage and messy divorce. But she also knows when she needs help and is not afraid to ask for it. “It’s just logic,” she says. “I can’t do everything myself and I am sure not going to let things fall apart when other people can help me!”

Much of the research on women’s help-seeking has focused on battered women and has asked, “Why don’t they seek help to get out of abusive relationships?” There are many answers to this question: battered women often fear that their batterers will kill them or their children if they try to leave, or like Wendy they don’t want to plunge their children into poverty by leaving, or they don’t understand that  it is their right not to be battered. But many battered women do seek help to get out, even with these kinds of obstacles. Asking for help—whether in sharing responsibility for tasks or in tracking down expertise from others—is critical in every challenge in life, even those far less stressful and threatening than being in an abusive relationship. Women usually see no shame in asking for the help they need. This is one reason they are good at leading cooperative groups—they don’t assume they know everything and empower others to contribute to problem solving.
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