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Dear twenty-something

      Being in your twenties will be in equal measure exhilarating and daunting, liberating and constraining, effortless and complicated. It is the period in your life when every headline and every tag line in ads, movies or songs, overt or implied, is telling you that you should be ‘having the time of your life’. And while I’m sure that sometimes it will feel that way, no doubt there will be others when you’ll feel overwhelmed, uncertain and maybe even a little scared about the future. And that’s the thing about this awesome decade in your life – that, on the one hand, it’s about letting go, making mistakes and having fun, while, on the other, it’s about getting your life on track and figuring out who you are and what you want to do. But don’t worry, these things are not incongruent; in fact, you need to let go and make mistakes if you are to stand any chance of knowing what you want out of life – or at least, what you don’t.

      So these years can be a time of genuine self-discovery, but they can also be a time of feeling pressure from society, peers and parents to live up to certain expectations. It may feel really important to you that the world perceives you and the decisions you make in the ‘right’ way; that’s probably why social networking is so prevalent in our psyches – because it allows us to quantify how well we are doing by providing us with up-to-the-minute assessments of what people ‘like’ about us.

      The thing is, though, editing your life so that it appears OK to others is a sure-fire way to feel unfulfilled and unhappy. Stop engaging with yourself in terms of how other people see you and focus on what really matters to you. Don’t seek validation through what others ‘like’ about your life – instead, figure out what you like by getting out, experiencing life and making genuine connections with people. In real life there are successes and failures, good days and hard days, and one of the most significant lessons I learned in my twenties was to allow myself to experience both, without apologising or even seeking praise. Your experience of what is going on in your life is what ultimately counts.

      Now, as appealing as it is to make a checklist of everything that you need to get sorted by your thirtieth birthday, remember that sometimes things will happen that you don’t expect, and no matter how organised you are or how much planning you do, you will be blindsided by stuff that life throws at you. Because of this, adaptability, more than anything, is the trait that will get you not only through your twenties, but through life. By this I mean being able to react to what is actually happening, rather than trying to force-fit your life into some predetermined idea of what you think it ought to look like.

      Friends – real friends – and family are amazing resources, so develop and nurture these relationships. And while you may feel that only your peers can really understand you, believe me, the insights you will get from hanging out with people who are older than you and who see things from a different perspective are a vital part of making sense not only of your past, but also your future. People who have been here longer will challenge you to view things from a different angle, so make time for your favourite aunt or grandma; she may have a view on things that might surprise you.

      Your generation, I think more than any other, is plagued by the need to be perfect – and if this is your mission, let me spoil the suspense: you are not perfect; none of us is. You will make mistakes and you will feel like dropping out of things that you aren’t that good at. But the thing is, you can’t just drop out of life, so making peace with the idea that you can actually enjoy and learn from something without having to be the best at it is important. Allow yourself to make mistakes; believe me, the insight that you glean from getting things wrong is really valuable, and playing it safe by not taking chances is a far riskier strategy than just going for it, even if you aren’t certain of the outcome. But don’t forget that although going for it and working hard are great, you still need balance – burnout is not a badge of honour. So while engaging in competitive sleep deprivation with your colleagues to prove that you can work harder than anyone else might be tempting, it will, eventually, catch up with you. Your health is something you should never take for granted, at any age, so remember the basics: eat well, ditching the processed stuff and fad diets; sleep well – research shows that most of us really do need seven to eight hours to function optimally; and stay fit – exercise is a great stress-buster, as well as being good for your physical health, so make it part of your self-care routine.

      And know how lucky you are. One of the most exciting things about being a young adult today is how easily you can impact the world around you. You can literally be the change you want to see, so take advantage of that. The amazing positive side of technology and connectivity is that social movements are gaining momentum quicker and are more powerful than ever before. You have a voice. Whether it’s democratic uprisings, social-equality campaigns or e-petitions that change laws and affect government policy, you have the tools to make a difference. Your generation can make its collective voice heard louder than any other’s in modern history. You are super lucky because you don’t have many of the ideological constraints of linear social and political structures that your parents grew up with. Over the past few years we have seen the calling to account of government, journalism and the banks – all have been questioned and challenged, and I think there is a growing sense that things don’t have to be the way they are just because that’s the way they’ve always been. For these reasons, and despite all the difficulties you may face, I think we’re going to see some amazing things from your generation.

      Already, we’re seeing a fourth generation of feminism, and this time it’s a humanist feminism – so it’s not about exchanging patriarchy with matriarchy, but saying that if you really want equality, it needs to come from both directions. I think slowly we may even begin to see a redefinition of success. I’ve heard from a lot of young women in their twenties who have told me that they are questioning much of the pathological materialism that’s been in play for so long, so maybe there will be a backlash about the definitions of success; maybe there will be a re-emphasis on community, on connection and on happiness. And that is so cool. Because in life, an attitude of How can I contribute? rather than What can I get out of this? not only boosts our happiness as individuals, but also generates genuine positive change in the world.

      So, you fab twenty-something, enjoy and savour this decade. Yes, there is a lot to get done, but remember: figuring out what you want to do with your life is, in most cases, an ongoing process; it’s not one eureka moment that hits you out of the blue. You will grow as a character and, as you do, you will learn and figure out what you want. Be open to experiences; live your life according to your values; follow your own path and be kind to others – and to yourself; and this is key: beware of negative, defeatist self-talk. You can’t control what happens to you in life, but, crucially, you can always control how you react to it. Life is a product of your decisions, and your ability to make good ones is ruled by your beliefs and the way that you think about yourself and the world around you.

      As the famous saying goes: ‘Whether you think you can or you think you can’t, you’re right.’ And just for the record, I have no doubt that you can.

       

      Love

      Dr Linda
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              PERFECT LIVES
            

          

        

      

      
        ‘I hate letting people down, but more than that, I don’t want to let myself down. I know that I can be anything and do anything, and I look around and there are all these really successful people living these “perfect” lives and I want that to be me. It’s just that sometimes I feel that no matter how hard I try I can’t manage to keep up – maybe I just need to try harder.’ 

        
          Sarah, aged twenty-five
        

      

       

      So this is what I think happened: as our world became more visual, we felt a need to ensure that those images of ourselves that were seen and analysed by everyone around us were as pristine and as beautiful as possible. In fact, precisely because our world became so visual, we began to look at ourselves a lot more, focusing on the details, thinking about how we might look to others and, eventually, perceiving and relating to ourselves in the third person. This meant that our perception was influenced less by what we saw in the mirror and more by what we thought others would see when they looked at us.

       

      
From Airbrushed Photos to Airbrushed Lives

      Over time, we realised that these pictures were no longer just about the way we looked, but that they were messages to others about who we were and the lives we led. So we needed to create the perfect picture – we needed to be the girl everyone was telling us we should be. And when our pictures didn’t come out the way we wanted them to, we fixed them – we edited and we Photoshopped. And then, at some point, we decided that if we could Photoshop our pics, then maybe we could Photoshop our lives, too. We could try and make our lives look perfect – and what does a perfect life look like? Well, perfect is the girl that has it all, of course…

      Whether it’s the proliferation or the homogeneous nature of the images of beauty and success that wallpaper our world, we know what a beautiful woman looks like – and we know what a perfect life looks like, too. We live in a world that floods us with expectations about everything – from what we should weigh to what we should wear to how often we should be having sex and how much money we should be making. As a consequence, we begin to feel that we need to tick all these boxes in order to have the ‘Perfect Life’. When we inevitably fall short, we feel anxious – we feel that we are failing and have the sense that we are losing control.

      The worrying thing is that this sense of not achieving enough or living up to our potential seems to kick in earlier and earlier. Both in my work as an academic and in my private practice I see young women in their twenties and early thirties who so often feel a genuine sense of anxiety and unease about not doing enough, accomplishing enough – about not being perfect. Of course, it’s important to have goals and role models to help us achieve our aims in life; however, society’s ideals – whether the ultimate job, look or quinoa recipe – are general, whereas our individual needs are, of necessity, specific. So as soon as we allow these arbitrary ideals and expectations to become our sole focus and the standard by which we measure ourselves, we not only limit our freedom to choose who we want to be but, more damagingly, we judge ourselves negatively when we don’t meet them. Then nothing but the best is good enough and, all of a sudden, even the best is not good enough either: that speech where we received a standing ovation could have been improved; that soufflé could have tasted so much better with just three more minutes in the oven; and if only we’d tweaked the font on that PowerPoint presentation, it would have looked perfect. We become so focused on the ‘ideal’ that we forget, ignore and, eventually, simply stop being able to see our own needs.

       

      
Feminism is Not Anti-feminist

      If we are going to try to figure out why by the time we enter our twenties we are already feeling the stress and anxiety of having it all, then I think we need to start with a brief history of feminism. After all, feminism has historically shaped society’s views about equality and informed our choices as well as our beliefs regarding success and, to some extent, what a complete, happy woman should look like.

      For the record, I am a feminist. I know the word is loaded with value judgements, tainted with political and social ideology and, ironically, used as a weapon by and against women to make them feel they don’t know what is best for them. To me, feminism is about equality; it’s not a movement designed to replace patriarchy with matriarchy. And the reason why I am a feminist is simple: I don’t believe that a person’s gender should determine their humanity. That, and the fact that even though Elizabeth Blackwell graduated from medical school in 1849, the following riddle still stumps people today, getting on for two centuries later:

      
         

        A father and his son are in a car accident. The father dies at the scene and the son is rushed to the hospital. At the hospital the surgeon looks at the boy and says, ‘I can’t operate on this boy, he is my son.’ How can this be?

      

      Feminism can be divided broadly into two areas: equity feminism and gender feminism. The first wave of feminism, which started in the late nineteenth century, was about equality; so it focused on overturning legal inequalities that got in the way of civic rights and included things like the right to equal pay, women’s right to have a say with regard to their children, the right to own and inherit property and equal employment opportunities, as well, of course, as the right to vote. It also sought to maintain the value of housewives.

      Beginning around the time of the social revolution of the 1960s, the second wave of feminism had more to do with gender equality. It broadened the debate to address gender norms and the role of women in society. Campaigners fought to provide women with all the same opportunities as men and highlighted issues around affirmative action, rape, domestic violence, pornography, sexism in the media and reproductive choice. The latter included a fight for information about and access to birth control, as well as the decriminalisation of abortion; progress in this regard meant that for the first time the ideals of equal opportunity could actually work in practice.

      As the women’s movement gained momentum and more women went to law school, feminist critiques of the law began to emerge. A common criticism that came up during this period centred round the way history was written. Feminists highlighted the fact that traditional historians wrote solely from the male perspective, without reference to women’s roles and contributions in structuring society, the point being that this created a bias regarding political concepts, gender values, social arrangements and even human nature.

      By way of addressing this, some second-wave feminists sought equality through challenging and, in certain cases, the removal of distinctions between masculinity and femininity. This had an impact; consequently, there was a move towards women mirroring the promiscuity that was accepted for males in society. At the same time, there was increased pressure to view many traditional female roles, such as motherhood, as signs of conforming to a patriarchal society.

      Although great advancements happened during this period a lot of the pressures that we still contend with today started to emerge. The feminist tag line of the day changed from ‘Women are entitled to equal opportunities’ to ‘Women can do it all’. Then the word ‘can’ somehow morphed into ‘should’ – perhaps in order to prove that we were, in fact, equal, worthy and good enough.

      Third-wave feminism began in the early 1990s and addressed the fact that many women felt that the values and ideals expounded by second-wave feminists had become too limiting. Women began to rebel against earlier definitions of femininity that they saw as restricting individual freedom. It is viewed as an all-encompassing wave of feminism, taking in gender, racial, economic and social justice.

      Some people believe we are now entering a fourth wave of feminism in an attempt to revive the principles of the first wave within the context and complexity of twenty-first-century life. There is a move towards addressing themes like spirituality, as well as lifting standards for both sexes. The fourth wave is intended to ‘help women find their feminism’ and allow them to enjoy what feels good to them, from fashion to sex, without fear of being ejected from feminist ranks.

      So over the past few decades we have been developing the skills that should have allowed us to finally gain the social and political equity we fought for with such fervour. However, despite the progress we’ve made (and we have made a lot), the truth is that it still doesn’t translate into parity on the home front or power at the top. We work for major corporations, but rarely lead them: as of 2012, we account for only 16 per cent of partners in the largest law firms and just 15 per cent of senior executives in Fortune 500 firms. We run for political office, but still secure nowhere near the number of seats held by men (pre-election pledges in the UK that one-third of ministerial jobs would be taken by women before 2015 don’t seem to have come true, although currently one in five MPs is female; while in the US there have been just thirty-nine female senators in the nation’s history and twenty of these are currently serving). Even in Hollywood, where women are much more visible, they make up only 7 per cent of directors and it took the Academy Award jury until 2010 to give a female director an Oscar in recognition of her work. Oh… and we still earn around 15 per cent less than men per hour in the UK1 and, on average, only seventy-seven cents to every man’s dollar in the US, according to data released in 2013 by the US Census Bureau.2

      So while we’ve achieved a lot, clearly, there is still plenty to do. But although it’s really important to get the numbers right and bring balance to the gender equation, it’s just as important to pay attention to the pressure that has accompanied the changes we’ve experienced over the years and consider how these calls to action are affecting us on an individual basis.

      The irony is that feminism was supposed to eliminate restrictive notions of womanhood – the pressure to compare, compete and to have it all. It was meant to challenge and change traditionally limiting ideas of how women were expected to behave and who they were supposed to be. However, I think we may have misconstrued the messages behind the theorising and somehow got to a point where instead of focusing on equality and progress we began to view certain feminist principles as a means to becoming perfect people. After all, if it’s the case that we can do anything, maybe we should do everything. So perhaps it’s time to reformulate feminism; perhaps what’s needed is a move to more authenticity when it comes to describing the experience of being a woman – more honesty, but certainly no more pressure. We need to figure out which aspects of ourselves – of our womanhood – feel better in practice rather than in theory.

       

      
Effortless

      
         

        ‘Girls need to have all their grandmothers wanted them to have, while looking as pretty as their mothers wanted them to look… You try so hard to be who everyone wants you to be while attempting to maintain some kind of individuality and in the end you seem to lose everything.’ 

        Debora L. Spar3

      

      In the same way that we are clear about what beauty looks like, we also know what happiness and success are supposed to look like. And they look effortless. The women who seem to juggle work and family – effortless; the supermodel tweeting pictures of herself cramming Big Macs in her mouth, while maintaining a 22-inch waist – effortless; the accidental dot-com millionaire who wrote an idea on the back of a beer mat and sold off a multi-million-dollar company a year later – effortless. We are bombarded with so many fairy-tale-ending success stories that we see these not only as the norm, but expected. And the fact that our sound-bite society distils everything down to the simplest formula, i.e. success = wanting it enough, doesn’t help either. So we skim over the hard work, the trials, the sacrifices and the failures of successful people; in fact, we don’t really even engage with the notion that for every success story there are millions of people who don’t have autobiography-worthy lives, and assume that everyone but us is ‘living their best lives’ and ‘being their best selves’.

      Our view of success is skewed – in terms of both what it is and how to achieve it. We imagine that being a successful woman today means being too cool and confident to worry about pressures and expectations. But we do worry – in fact, we worry about more or less everything. A study that tracked couples over three months found that men, on average, worry about three things every day, but women worry about twelve. No surprise, therefore, that women are more vulnerable to anxiety disorders. In fact, chronic anxiety is a cause of depression. This goes some way to explaining why women are twice as likely as men to be diagnosed with clinical depression, although, of course, it also has to do with the fact that we are more willing to discuss these issues with health professionals.

      Several studies attest to our need to assert control over our lives via worrying. In a 2011 survey, 22 per cent of women said they felt worried, nervous or anxious daily or weekly, compared to 16 per cent of men.4 Another study reported that more women (27 per cent) than men (20 per cent) worry about the health of a partner or child and more women (25 per cent) than men (15 per cent) say children are a very significant source of stress in their lives.5 According to the website LiveScience, a Polaris poll in 2012 found that ‘men were more likely to say work issues were causing them angst, while women were significantly more likely to cite financial issues, lack of time, family problems, living situation and relationship issues’. The poll illustrates an old stereotype and could have been called ‘Men Stressed by Work, Women Stressed by Work AND Everything Else’.

      Worse still, we have come to believe that we need to be great at everything simultaneously – and preferably without any help. You don’t need to be an expert to figure out that a person (female or male) cannot sustain a sixty-hour working week and still have the same time and energy to invest in other aspects of their life. Yet women sit across from me in my clinics almost every day berating themselves for failing to balance and to achieve perfection.

      So instead of celebrating the feminist gains made since all those suffragettes marched from Hyde Park to Exeter Hall back in 1907, it seems we are now in a position where we’re faced with impossible expectations. We still have the old-fashioned pressures of being perfect girlfriends and wives, as well as the more modern-day demands that we be physically beautiful, ageless and sexy, have brilliant entrepreneurial minds and be creative and ambitious. The result? We are always feeling anxious that we are not doing or being enough and we constantly feel less than perfect and guilty for not being able to have it all.

      Not so effortless after all, then.

       

      
Having It All

      Earlier this year Yahoo! CEO Marissa Mayer riled many working mothers with her decision to ban employees from working at home and her claim that having a baby was ‘way easier’ than she thought. Some labelled Mayer’s comments as ‘retro and politically incorrect’,6 but the main criticism was that she was perpetuating the outdated (or at least what we hoped was slowly starting to become outdated) notion that women ‘can have it all’. But here’s the thing: no one can have it all – not even Marissa Mayer. Because the fact is that we are socialised differently from men. For example, when a woman drops her kids off at nursery school she feels guilty for leaving them, but when her husband drops them off he feels good about it because he is being an active parent. Women are socialised into the expectation that childcare is their responsibility, regardless of whether or not they work the same hours as their partner.

      So maybe we need to think about what ‘having it all’ actually means. Come to think of it, why aren’t more books, polls and researchers asking if men can have it all? Why are we so fixated on the juggling abilities of the Marissa Mayers of this world and not asking how Richard Branson’s or Warren Buffett’s running of their multinational companies and investments is impacting on their parenting skills and home lives? As Gloria Steinem famously said, ‘I have yet to hear a man ask for advice on how to combine marriage and a career.’ The fact is that we derive our idea of what we want by internalising the messages – both covert and overt – from the world around us. So yes, the fact that there are more polls about women juggling home and life matters; the assumption is that this is a women’s issue that needs to be sorted out by women, yet it affects all of us, men and women alike – and not just at home but in the workplace, too. But we don’t talk about that enough.

      In any case, it’s not just getting the work–life balance right that is supposed to make us better and happier – it’s about doing as much as possible, and the problem with that is time, because no matter how rich or successful we are, we all have a finite number of hours in the day in which we need to prioritise all the things we need to do to keep life running smoothly. So maybe we need to stop asking whether or not women can have it all and start asking instead: ‘What’s important to me right now at this time in my life?’ And the question is as much one of values as it is of gender roles.

      What complicates things is that we are socialised into believing what ‘should be’ of value to our gender. We need to look amazing like Kate Moss, have a career like Hillary, cook like Nigella, dance like Rihanna and get back into our skinny jeans as soon as our Caesarean stitches are healed. And we need to do it all without breaking a sweat. That’s the biggest lie of all. We feel guilty about not being perfect because we are lying to each other, making perfect look effortless.

       

      
Sustain the Sisterhood

      So we judge ourselves harshly, but we also judge each other – and the effects of these judgements can be really damaging. A cursory look at recent news stories brings up lots of examples: poor Condoleezza Rice, so successful but left without a boyfriend; poor Jen Aniston, great career, but still no baby; arrogant Sheryl Sandberg, she doesn’t really want to help other women, she just wants to advance her own brand. Oh well, they paid for their success – they can’t do it all… It seems the way that we relate to each other as women is taking an ominous turn. We’ve gone from deriding men for their patriarchal oppression and its effect on our happiness (see Germaine Greer) to belittling and deriding ourselves and our imperfect bodies (see Naomi Wolf) and we’re now at a point where, worryingly, it seems that to feel good about ourselves, we need to judge and belittle the choices of other women. Perhaps we need to start defining ourselves not in terms of opposition – ‘I don’t think strong women should care about their looks’; ‘I’m not the kind of woman who wears pink’; ‘I’m not the kind of woman who’s into playing the happy homemaker’ – but rather by what we are, leaving room for the notion that we don’t all have to agree on what a well-balanced, happy woman should be like.

      While there is no doubt that we have choices today that our mothers never had, it is the freedom to be who we want to be and the ability to recognise what we care about and want the most that should dictate the choices that we make. Defining ourselves by what we love, not what we hate, and being pro, not just anti, is a good start.

      It’s been more than five decades since women rocked the world with the feminist and sexual revolutions. The whole point of these was to bring us together, to take us out of isolation and into communities that sought the achievement of a fairer society. But sadly, instead of being enriched and strengthened by these cries of sisterhood, instead of gaining that sense of entitlement that we fought for, we are, in many ways, stuck in a purgatory of perfection. We are trying so hard to do so much and do it so perfectly that we are setting ourselves up for failure, along with the feelings of guilt and anxiety that go hand in hand with the sense of letting ourselves and everyone else down.

       

      
Perfectionism and the Fear of Failure

      Perfectionism is more than just a need to do things to the best of our ability – it’s a state of mind characterised by polarised thinking that makes us feel there is nothing between the extremes of absolutely perfect and dreadfully awful. More than that, it makes us focus on the outcomes of our actions, so we are constantly assessing ourselves to see if we are measuring up – and underlying this, unsurprisingly, is a fear of failure. And it’s not just about getting perfect grades or sculpting perfect abs or executing the perfect chocolate soufflé for a dinner party – it’s also about doing as much as possible and as well as possible in order to appear ‘well rounded’ or, better yet, like the girl who can do it all.

      From a psychological point of view, the need to appear perfect stems from the belief that being perfect will somehow protect us. It is based on the notion that if we look, behave and perform perfectly, we can avoid the pain of judgement and blame. Of course, with the need to be perfect or do it all comes the concomitant fear of what happens if we fail, let people down or simply aren’t good enough.

      It’s really important to note that unlike the attempt to do your best, which is actually a relatively healthy way to approach goals, perfectionism isn’t a viable goal, strategy or ambition. Rather, it’s an unhealthy defence mechanism that leads to burnout and serves to hinder rather than protect us: if we perform well, we won’t have to deal with the shame or blame or anxiety that go along with letting people down. Perfectionism takes the enjoyment out of experiences and focuses us on the outcome of our actions to the point that we are never fully engaged in what we do. Worst of all, because there is no such thing as perfect we are left feeling perpetually dissatisfied.

      To complicate things further, for something to be perfect, someone else has to deem it so, therefore there is the constant sense of being judged; and because it can be difficult to separate what we do from who we are, perfectionists can feel that when people are judging their work, they’re actually judging them and their worth as a person. And that is when perfectionism becomes particularly problematic – when it begins to be linked with self-worth. When the way we value ourselves is dependent on achieving perfection or the validation that we get from it, we invariably seek it out as a means to feel not perfect, but just OK with who we are. Put simply, seeking perfection is probably the best way to feel bad about yourself.

      Research suggests that girls who are perfectionists are more likely to suffer from obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), depression and eating disorders.7 In a society that floods us with unattainable expectations around every topic imaginable, putting down the perfection shield is scary. But whether it’s an essay for uni, trying to secure the ideal job, following the perfect diet, finding Mr Right or choosing the ‘it’ bag of the season – it isn’t real. And maybe our pursuit of all this is a part of what is holding us back.

      The quest to be perfect can make us less efficient because we’re more likely to linger and find new things to improve on. It can make us less effective, so we focus on details, without consciously considering whether they’re really necessary. But worst of all, a desire to be perfect overcomplicates what we are trying to achieve to the extent that it becomes subconsciously intimidating. We anticipate problems that may never arise, focusing on what could go wrong, rather than what will probably go OK.

      So perhaps the dearth of female CEOs and Fortune 500 industry leaders also has something to do with our fear of not being good enough, of letting others down. If we are making decisions out of worry and fear, then it’s no wonder that we stop ‘leaning in’, as Sheryl Sandberg suggests, when it comes to business – the anxiety of not living up to expectations can be crippling, and if we expect only perfection from ourselves before we can make a move, we are not going to see the level and speed of change and equality in the business world that we’d like to.

      Instead of trying to achieve perfection, perhaps we should figure out not just what we want, but why we want it. When did we decide that we needed it and for what purpose? Does it fit into the notion of the women we think we should be or the women we really want to be? We need to ask ourselves why we are so paralysed by what other people think.

      There is a therapeutic model known as Person Centred Therapy which has at its core something called ‘unconditional positive regard’. It is based on the idea that if you can foster a therapeutic relationship with a person where he or she believes that they are valued and respected for who they are, regardless of achievements and failures, then they will begin to heal and grow emotionally. We all want to feel worthy of love and respect and acceptance. But we need to be able to give these things to ourselves without prerequisites. So no more saying, ‘I’ll be worthy when I lose 20 pounds/get a corner office/find a boyfriend/gain my parents’ approval – when I can do it all and look like I’m not even trying.’ We just need to feel worthy now, as we are.

      It’s not easy to find the courage to move from ‘What will people think?’ to ‘I am enough’, but think of it like this: is it scarier ignoring what other people think or ignoring how you feel, what you believe in and, ultimately, who you are?

       

      
How Do You Do It?

      One of the questions that I get asked a lot is ‘How do you do it all?’ I have to say it always stumps me because a) I genuinely don’t think that doing it all is actually doable and b) I don’t ever set out to do it all. I set out to do what is most important to me – and sometimes it works and sometimes – well, it doesn’t.

      Early on in my career, even though I was head of a university post-graduate department, I was often mistaken for a research assistant or administrator. One time, at a big heads-of-department meeting, I was even asked condescendingly by a colleague to ‘please organise the coffee, dear’. Interestingly, I don’t think that was just about the fact that I was a young course director because standing next to me was a male friend, the same age as me and also a lecturer, who never seemed to have that problem. The idea that I didn’t look the part bothered me. I did a lot of soul searching, wondering if I should change my hair or dress differently. I felt I had to work harder, publish more, lecture better and be in every way possible more ambitious and more productive to be seen as a serious academic. And while all in all it worked and I advanced quickly in my career, I still felt that I wasn’t allowed to drop a ball or be anything but ‘perfect’ – because if I did, I would probably confirm people’s belief that really I didn’t have what it took. Over the years that is something that I have worked on: I decided that rather than conforming to some socks-and-sandals stereotype of what an academic should look like, I would invest my energy instead in being myself and focusing on my work. By being true to the things that were important to me I was able to develop my own niche in my field. I gave myself permission to be different, to take risks and, most importantly, to make mistakes. I accepted that, actually, perfect was not really an option. I think that’s why to this day I love my work.

      Regardless of how much I love my work though, like most women, I juggle: I have sneaked out of meetings to watch my daughter Jessie play netball and, conversely, have missed her piano recitals when I had a deadline looming. I have sprinted through airports and train stations to make it home earlier in order to have dinner with my family. And when Jessie was a baby the desire to be the perfect mother and make sure I was always around meant I would take her with me everywhere: so she would sit playing quietly in the corner on her activity mat while I had meetings with my doctoral students, discussing the virtues of quantitative versus qualitative data analysis; she and my mum would fly with me to the States when I had to work on projects out there; and she has been into practically every TV green room in London, waiting for me to give my ‘expert analysis’ on whatever current affairs story I happened to be commenting on. Once, in my attempt to ‘do it all’, I accidentally locked her in the car as I hurried to get to a book signing. I then had to get the (very judgemental) security guard to help me break a window to get her out. (Thankfully, she slept through the whole ordeal, so hopefully any memories of me panicking and screaming frantically won’t have registered!)

      I have felt the pressure of having to look better, work harder, cook more healthily and generally do more. But I have learned this: I can’t work sixty-hour weeks and still go to every school event; I can’t look polished and immaculate all the time; and without the help of my amazing husband and my lovely parents, who fly over from Cyprus whenever I need them, I can’t be the mum I want to be either.

       

      
So Now What?

      To make any real progress in moving forward we need to deconstruct the myth that perfection does, or indeed ever will, exist.

      The unrealistic expectations we have of ourselves and our ‘role’ in society come from many disparate areas – from media and advertising messages to biology and socio-political history. Many women hold that we need to continue fighting overt discrimination and campaign for change at government level, so we can secure better day-care facilities, more flexitime at work and co-parenting at home. But while there is undoubtedly value in this approach, I don’t think it goes far enough in addressing the underlying cause of the problem – because the issues go beyond money or policy alone.

      What we need is an attitudinal shift. And the first thing we have to do is to start talking, not just to each other, but to the men in our lives as well. Women are often scared of raising the topic of gender with men, thinking they’ll be seen as difficult; at the same time, men who may be inclined to want to help are often afraid to say or do something that may be labelled as politically incorrect. So we end up with a situation where productive discussions that could actually make a difference are simply not taking place.

      Next, we need to acknowledge that biology matters. It doesn’t have to determine your entire life, but simply stated, the fact that women experience pregnancy for nine months, then childbirth and the need to physically and emotionally sustain a baby for the first critical moths of life should be taken into account. And while companies can help with fair maternity-leave periods and family-friendly workplaces, the unadorned truth is that women who have children and go to work will always need to make choices that most men won’t. So take it as a given that at some point you will have to make these decisions and think things through in terms of what will help you in your particular case: think about when to have a baby and where you’ll live, in terms of proximity to both work and extended family that might be able to help support you with childcare. The point is to make conscious choices, even if they aren’t easy, rather than try to do it all.

      And really importantly, I don’t think we should be afraid of acknowledging that men and women differ. Generally speaking, a review of gender studies research indicates that we are less comfortable with big risks, we may be less directly confrontational and less likely to speak of our successes. We are also more likely to favour personal relationships over hierarchical ones, are better at talking about our feelings and worse at reading maps. So what? Instead of pretending that these differences don’t exist, let’s begin having discussions about them – let’s understand and analyse them and construct a society that sees value in diversity and, better yet, one that is directed by the passions, skills and interests not just of men, but of women as well. Feminism was supposed to give us the freedom and power to live in a fair world and to shape our lives in any way we see fit. But with more choices today than women have ever had before, we need to be careful that we don’t become slaves to those choices. We need to choose wisely, and we need to stop striving for mythical concepts like ‘having it all’ and being ‘perfect’ because, ultimately, they are as disingenuous and potentially damaging as the idea of ‘happy ever after’. Female empowerment should not be a rejection of who we really are or what we really want; instead, it should give us a sense of entitlement to write our own scripts, rather than having them handed to us by the media, by tradition, by history or by commercialisation.

      We also need to stop thinking that success is effortless. When we worry, we feel we are somehow deficient because we worry; but the truth is, we all do it: we worry about how we measure up, if we are being good enough friends or lovers, if we are eating right, saving enough, travelling to the right destinations. We worry. So it’s vital that we acknowledge that it isn’t easy and, as such, that we should stop pretending otherwise.

      This doesn’t mean you should stop going for your dream job or 2.1 kids or anything that you aspire to. Ambition is wonderful and important and you should strive and fight and work hard for all that you want. But don’t fall into the trap of thinking you have failed if you’re not a CEO by the time you’re thirty or, indeed, if you don’t actually want to be a CEO and want to stay at home and be a mum. Remember – it’s about striving for what you want, not what you think you should have. And if you find yourself looking around at other women and wondering how they manage life’s balancing act so well, take it from someone who often gets mistaken for ‘having it all’ – we all make trade-offs, and as long as those trade-offs make sense in relation to you and your values right now (because these may change over time), then that’s OK.
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