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Chapter 1


This is what a Yes Woman looks like


No one can do two full-time jobs, and have perfect children and cook three meals and be multi-orgasmic till dawn … Superwoman is the adversary of the women’s movement.


– Gloria Steinem1


It was only when I found myself in a psych ward, burned out and sleepless, that I realised my inability to say no was making me sick.


I was sitting in group therapy alongside five other frazzled-looking women when it happened. Facing us was a psychologist whose trendy eyeglasses and power suit shoulder pads gave her an air of authority. We were in a deeply unglamorous room, papered with dodgy paintings produced during an art therapy class. It all felt very Girl, Interrupted – except, instead of being the sallowly beautiful, Angelina Jolie kind of mental patient, I was an exhausted new mum rocking a soggy maternity bra and bursting into tears at the smallest obstacle.


As a high-achieving perfectionist, I felt quite mortified about being in a psych ward. I thought suffering from burnout was embarrassing – not the kind of thing that happened to fast-moving, multitasking, do-everything-right people like me.


Of course, it was that way of thinking that had landed me in hospital in the first place.


‘How many of you have been called perfectionists?’ the trendy psychologist asked the room full of women.


I raised my hand. Like a slow-motion Mexican wave, all five other women raised theirs, too.


‘How many of you find it hard to put your foot down when others cross your boundaries?’ she went on.


All six of us kept our hand in the air.


‘How many of you hold yourselves to high standards, and try to be everything to everyone?’


All six hands stayed high.


At that moment, a cartoon lightbulb might as well have flashed next to my uncombed head. You could call it an epiphany.


All six women in that room had different jobs. We all lived in different parts of the state and had come from different cultural backgrounds. We had our own personal mental health histories, of course, and some of us were also battling past traumas and personal issues. Even so, we discovered that we all had a few key traits in common: we hated to disappoint others; we strove to do well in our professional and personal lives; we tried to be ‘nice’; and we had trouble saying no when other people – and, hell, society in general – made demands on our time and energy.


And as ‘Yes Women’, we were stressed out, exhausted, overwhelmed, and resentful.


What is a Yes Woman?


‘Yes Woman’ is not a clinical term, of course, so you won’t find it in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders. It’s a term I coined to describe my harried state of being prior to burning out – a state I’ve since recognised in many others, well beyond my original compadres in the mental health unit.


Many people assume that saying yes to others’ demands and constantly striving to please is the conscientious thing to do. Some wear it like a badge of honour – proof that they’re good, high-achieving people.


One such person is freelance journalist Ainslie, 39, who described to me her own struggle to say no:


Part of it is genuinely just wanting to be a kind and generous person. I was brought up with manners, and I am someone who tries to take too much on board naturally: with my work, with my volunteering, with my exercise, with my running, it’s either all or nothing. Boom or bust. I’d say I try to be high-achieving.


Perhaps you recognise yourself in these words.


Through speaking to dozens of women like Ainslie, I found that the Yes Woman state of mind is indicated by four main traits.


(Ready? Drumroll, please.)


First up, if you’re a Yes Woman, you have a hard time saying no. You say yes to please others – often, because you fear the alternative might be seen as impolite or selfish. You might also fear that saying no means dropping the ball on an obligation or goal you just have to get right (and couldn’t possibly delegate).


If you’re a Yes Woman, you’re also a people-pleaser. You tend to put other people’s needs first, even when that means pushing your own needs aside and even when, deep down, you don’t really want to. And your people-pleasing extends beyond your tendency to say yes: you also care, in a broader sense, about what other people think, and hate the thought of not living up to their expectations. You try to be agreeable, aiming – to borrow a term from psychologist and author Dr Harriet Braiker – to be ‘everything to everyone’.2 You often struggle to put your foot down when others cross your boundaries.


If you’re a Yes Woman, you probably have perfectionistic tendencies, too. You not only want to be everything to everybody, you want to do it all perfectly. You hold yourself to a high standard and need people to think you have your shit together. Regardless of your career path or seniority level at work, you might have been described as ‘ambitious’ or ‘a wonder woman’; you pride yourself on multitasking and getting things right.


There’s a chance you’ve regarded your perfectionism as a strength, or even used it as the ultimate humblebrag in job interviews: ‘My biggest problem is that I always need to make sure my work is just right!’ (Please.) In fact, as a Yes Woman, you might secretly view your perfectionism as a ‘special power’ that drives you to constantly strive for more.


If you’re a Yes Woman, you’re overcommitted and overwhelmed (and over it). Chronically busy, exhausted, pulled in a million different directions and overwhelmed: these are common modes of being, and Yes Women can often feel chronic stress taking a toll on their minds and bodies. Many feel burned out, suffer from anxiety or secretly resent all the self-sacrifice their people-pleasing, yes-ing, perfectionistic ways entail. And while all these experiences are traits or markers of a Yes Woman, they’re also consequences of, and are exacerbated by, the first three Yes Woman tendencies listed. (I mean, you wouldn’t feel so overwhelmed and anxious if you weren’t on ‘yes’ autopilot, and in the business of pleasing everyone to perfection.)


Why not Yes Men?


These Yes Women tendencies aren’t exclusive to women, but my strong hunch after that lightbulb moment in the hospital was that women face particular pressures that predispose them to such traits.


It’s women who are told, more than men, to be ‘nice’. It’s women who are expected to put other people’s needs first – as carers, partners, mothers and friends. It’s women who are taught to seek approval, first and foremost, while men are primarily taught to seek power.3


So, it makes sense that women would show more perfectionism and people-pleasing behaviours, which have approval-seeking motivations at their core. And so, it also makes sense that women find themselves in a spiral of stress and overload.


As I got stuck into research for this book – interviewing psychologists and academics, combing through many dozens of books and articles, and surveying more than 200 women across the world – it became clear my hunch was correct: there’s a significant gender gap when it comes to ‘Yes’ tendencies.


Research shows that more women are people-pleasers than men: in one study from the US, more than half of all women identified as people-pleasers, compared to four in ten men.4 Perfectionism is also more common in women: Australian research has revealed that one-third of women have high scores for perfectionism, compared to just over one-fifth of men.5 We also – surprise, surprise – struggle to say no: one US research paper from 2014 found that women have more trouble, compared to men, just saying the word ‘no’ – and experience more guilt when saying it, too.6 


Women also commonly report feelings of being spread too thin and having too little time to themselves: researchers say that the feeling of being pulled in a million directions – which they call ‘role strain’ – is felt more commonly by women (and, in particular, mothers) than men.7 One poll of 2000 mums found that they had an average of just 17 minutes of ‘me time’ each day, and most of the respondents felt they ‘lived their lives entirely for other people’.8 Women with responsibilities as carers, whether for kids or parents, also feel more time pressure than men,9 and this also leads to more severe mental health consequences for mothers than fathers.10


Role strain is directly linked to stress and anxiety, so it’s no surprise that these both show up much more often in women than men, too. Constant, intense stress is reported by a disturbingly large proportion of women: 28 per cent of women report an average stress level of 8–10 on a 10-point scale, versus 20 per cent of men, according to one US survey.11 Young women report, shockingly, twice the levels of daily stress reported by young men.12 Women are also more likely to report physical symptoms of stress than men.13


From the age she hits puberty to the time she turns 50, a woman is almost twice as likely to suffer from an anxiety disorder than a man.14 The most recent stats from Australia show that anxiety and depression have been diagnosed in 20.1 per cent of women aged 15–34, compared to 11.2 per cent of men. In women aged 35–54, 19.4 per cent had diagnosed depression or anxiety, compared to 13.5 per cent of men.


What’s worse, these mental health issues in women seem to be on the rise. Even before COVID-19 wreaked havoc on our mental health, rates of anxiety and depression in women have been skyrocketing, jumping from around 13 per cent to about 20 per cent over the eight years since 2009, Australia’s most recent Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey shows.15,16


And so the stats continue.


It’s a bleak picture. Basically, if Shania Twain had written ‘Man! I Feel Like a Woman!’ in 2020, the title of the song could’ve been ‘Man! I Feel Like a Woman (Worn Out, Spread Too Thin and Stressed to My Eyeballs!)’. Yes Women seem to feel all these stresses particularly acutely, because not only do they push their own needs aside to keep everyone else happy, they also hold themselves to unrelentingly high standards while doing so.




SIDE NOTE: Why this book does more than list practical ways to ‘just say no’


Perhaps you picked up this book expecting to find a self-helpy pep talk amounting to being told to ‘just say no’. In that case, you may be wondering why I’m also harping on about women’s experiences of perfectionism, people-pleasing, and feeling overwhelmed and overcommitted.


My research has found that the difficulties we have with saying no are rooted in much deeper stuff than just individual habits we’ve cultivated. They’re often linked inextricably with the other three tendencies mentioned – people-pleasing, perfectionism, and feeling overwhelmed – and I’ve found it’s more useful to look at the cluster of tendencies as a whole, because they all play into one another.


For example, Yes Women’s perfectionism and people-pleasing go hand in hand, because ‘both are shame-based strategies’, as one therapist, the Austin-based Ann Stoneson of Labyrinth Healing, told me. (Interestingly, researchers have found that women experience shame much more often than men.)17 This one-two punch of people-pleasing and perfectionism is rooted in a false core belief that ‘our value comes from what we do rather than who we inherently are’, Stoneson says.18 In other words, if you’re a Yes Woman, you’ve probably learned you have to earn love or worthiness.


There’s another reason I examine four Yes Woman tendencies rather than narrowing my focus to how to ‘just say no’: these four tendencies are symptomatic of wider cultural forces and gender stereotypes that trap many women into this mode of being. This is a problem that’s much bigger than any one of us.


Bottom line: there are other, gender-blind books out there that promise to teach you how to say no or how to become assertive or relax your perfectionism. But without the context of what specific pressures are being faced by women, I believe these books are missing a key ingredient.


Ultimately, we cannot ‘self-help’ our way to a world that allows us to say no without penalty (to adapt the words of feminist author Soraya Chemaly).19 So if we’re learning to say no, we need to simultaneously work towards changing the bigger picture for women.





What it feels like to be a Yes Woman


So who am I to write a book about how women can better learn to say no?


I’m not a psychologist or a doctor, I’m not a counsellor, and I’m not an Instagram-famous ‘wellness guru’ (God knows there are enough of those already). I am, however, a journalist who’s written about gender and wellbeing for years, covering everything from perfectionism, loneliness, and body image to sexual abuse and harassment. As a journalist, I’ve interviewed experts, compiled their best advice for overcoming Yes Woman behaviour, researched the way that behaviour affects women specifically, and served all those insights up to you here – voila! – in a handy little package.


More importantly, perhaps, I know what it’s like to be a Yes Woman – because I used to be one.


A year ago, I looked like I had my act together. If you clicked onto my Instagram, you’d think my life was a montage of satisfying career accolades and wholesome moments with my baby daughter and doting husband. Oh, and you’d think my hair was always spot-on.


There’s one photo that shows me, back to the camera, at the beach holding my daughter up for a kiss. She’s giggling cutely into my shoulder, and my bikini appears to fit surprisingly well considering I gave birth just a few weeks prior. The sun is highlighting my blonde topknot, and laid out before me is a crystal-clear rock pool.


It’s idyllic, and it’s – frankly – bullshit.


When I posted that image on social media, a friend sent me a private message saying, ‘You make parenting look so easy!’ What she didn’t know from glancing at that photo is how much of a nervous wreck I was when posing for it.


I’d always been a people-pleasing, perfectionistic type, and when I became a mum in 2019, I approached motherhood with the drive and rigour with which I’d typically approached all other realms of my life. I wanted to be an ideal parent. I researched the best methods for sleep training, vocabulary development, and sustainable nappy practices.


I also wanted to be a strong career woman, so I kept the old parts of my life spinning: attending industry talks to stay on top of the latest news, reading through my work inbox while on maternity leave, and listening to podcasts to stay abreast of world news.


I wanted to look good while doing all this, so I got stuck into a diet and exercise regimen that, with some help from breastfeeding, had me back below my pre-baby weight in a couple of months.


At the beach that day, I’d cast my partner, Ben, in the role of ‘Instagram husband’, imploring him to take at least a dozen photos of me and the baby (which, I’m embarrassed to say, I then reviewed, cropping out all sign of my stretchy, squooshy post-pregnancy waist before posting to social media).


Intent on staying on top of my friendships, family relationships and other networks, I also agreed to an endless stream of requests and invitations because I couldn’t bear the thought of disappointing anyone.


I remember being offered tickets to a show when my daughter was ten days old. Wanting to still feel like ‘the old me’ – sociable and artsy – and to prove (to whom? I can’t even remember) that I could be a ‘cool mum’, I accepted. So my husband and I settled my daughter to sleep at my in-laws’ place nearby, then set off to the show. I even wore lippie.


When we arrived at the theatre, I had to ask for new seats on the ground floor because I was still recovering from my caesarean section and couldn’t hobble up the stairs. Was that a sign I wasn’t ready to be out and about? I dismissed the thought. Recovery is for suckers! Then, halfway through the show, I ducked into the ladies’ room and sobbed because I missed the sight of my daughter’s tiny hands. (I’m not hormonal, you’re hormonal!)


Would I have been happier if I’d stayed at home and rested while my daughter slept? Almost certainly. I knew, even then, that I should probably slow down. But it wasn’t the only ridiculous thing I agreed to do as a new mum. So the yes-es kept coming.


Would I email an old friend back with advice on how to navigate a big career transition? Yes!


Could I drive over to my uncle’s side of town for a catch-up, even though it was in the middle of baby’s bedtime? Yes!


Could I help a friend go shopping for her newly renovated home? Yes!


I’d been a Yes Woman my entire adult life, but the added responsibilities of parenthood brought it to a head. I became chronically overcommitted: late for appointments; forgetful; always double-booked because I was so frazzled. At night I struggled to sleep, or knocked myself out with a sleeping pill, only to wake up at 3am terrified that I’d forgotten something on my to-do list, had failed to respond to an email, or was embarrassingly overdue for a hair appointment.


I didn’t realise it at the time, but my preoccupation with presenting myself in a certain way – sans weakness or vulnerability – was draining me. My drive to succeed in different areas of my life might sound like a blessing, but it had become a millstone. Somewhere along the way, I’d forgotten that I was allowed to actually do things for myself and enjoy my life. So, ironically, with each thing I tried to do ‘right’, I became more stressed out and miserable.


That’s how, the day after I took that photo on the beach – four months after I became a mum – the pressures weighing on me came to a head.


I’d developed fantasies of depositing my daughter with her dad for a week and running away to a five-star resort, where my phone would magically deactivate and I wouldn’t have to write back to anyone’s text messages. I sobbed to my mum: ‘I’m so fucking exhausted I just want to walk into the ocean so I can get a break.’


I wasn’t actually depressed or suicidal, but I was so … very … tired. I was burned out, and my anxiety was off the charts.


So I checked into the aforementioned ugly suburban mental hospital (which went by the gentle euphemism ‘mother and baby unit’).20 Unappealing though the venue might have been, my stay there was the first stretch of free time I’d had in what felt like years. I spent four days doing not very much at all. I read. I adjusted my medication (and, to this day, remain on Zoloft for my generalised anxiety disorder). I wrote. I attended group therapy.


And I had my ‘aha’ moment, about how saying yes was making me sick.


At one point during my recovery, I asked a psychiatrist if I might have attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), after reading that people with that condition often feel ‘driven by a motor’ and struggle with forgetfulness, irritability and constant lateness. The psychiatrist’s response? I didn’t tick enough of the diagnostic criteria to make a formal diagnosis of ADHD.


‘It’s more likely,’ he said, ‘that you’re simply very, very stressed because you’re in great demand and pulled in too many directions.’ Memory and attention can be the first things to go when a person is living in a heightened state of stress, he added.


After my four-day stay in the mother and baby unit, I checked myself out and scribbled down a few thoughts that soon turned into the start of a book – the one you’re holding in your hands or flicking through on your device.


The ambition behind this book is simple: to help you reclaim your time and energy by learning how to gracefully say no – without feeling guilty.


But writing this story isn’t just about encouraging others to stop the perfectionistic, people-pleasing act; it’s also proof that I’ve stopped being a Yes Woman myself. My old self would never have written about her mental health. She was too busy pretending to be perfect on Instagram.
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If you’re a Yes Woman, hopefully you haven’t got to the point where you have to spend time in a mental health unit, but I’ll bet you’re still suffering a slew of ill-effects from your habit of saying yes to everybody’s demands.


Perhaps being rushed or hassled has become your default state, like it had for me right before my burnout. You might have physical symptoms of stress: headaches or backaches; a ‘nervous stomach’; a tight chest; skin rashes; sleep problems; and feeling ‘wired but tired’ are common symptoms identified by women who try to be everything to everyone.21


Maybe your symptoms are milder but every so often you find yourself asking, ‘Why the hell did I say yes to this?’ and feel a familiar weariness and resentment that you didn’t stick up for yourself. You might worry that you’re not giving the best of yourself to the ones you care about most. Maybe you’re checking your phone when your spouse is trying to tell you about their day, or ignoring your best friend’s calls because you said you’d help out at the world’s dullest work function.


You may have spent a very – exhaustingly – long time trying to hide your struggle from the world. That’s because central to the Yes Woman psyche is the desire to appear ‘together’. Many of us feel a bit like a duck who seems to be calmly gliding across the lake but whose legs are peddling away furiously underwater. Chances are you’ve had people comment that you’re a ‘superwoman’ and you ‘always have it together’. But under the surface, you’re a frantic ball of stress. You might feel you’re slipping into quicksand, battling a nagging feeling that there isn’t enough of you to go around.


Despite these difficulties, if you’re a Yes Woman, you seem to be on ‘yes’ autopilot.


Sometimes it’s a direct question you’re answering: yes to helping an acquaintance with a favour. Yes to a colleague’s fun-run donation tin. Yes to driving your friends to the airport. Yes to volunteering for a committee at work. Yes to allowing a friend you haven’t been close to since high school ‘pick your brain’ for work.


Other times it’s a ‘silent’ yes – a tacit agreement to comply with unspoken expectations: yes to trying that new fasting diet. Yes to being a strong and effective leader at work. Yes to planning the next family holiday. Yes to wearing the latest style of shoe, even though they cause blisters straight from hell. Yes to planning a fancy catered party for your kid’s birthday. Yes to straightening or curling or cutting your hair. Yes to worrying about whether your new colleague likes you. Yes to watching the new Netflix show everyone’s talking about. Yes to navigating the stock market. Yes to doing all this while being glamorous and attractive (but not too sexy).


Exhausting, isn’t it?


If none of this sounds like you, feel free to put this book down – or, hey, pass it on to a sister or friend who might benefit. Not all women are Yes Women: it would be wrong, and offensive, to suggest that. But it’s obvious these traits are widespread, and they’re not restricted to women from any one background.


I also don’t expect you to recognise yourself in every aspect of my own story – you may have had very different experiences based on race, sexuality, disability or any number of other factors. But what’s remarkable about this Yes Woman phenomenon is how broad a range of people have experienced it. The more-than-200 women I surveyed for this project represent a wide range of age groups, sexualities, levels of education, gender experiences, geographic locations and ethnic groups. Across the board, what women told me is that they are pressed for time, struggle to deal with boundary-violators in their lives, and feel pressured to say yes to things for which they don’t have the time or energy.


Chen, a Melbourne-based queer bookstore owner in her early 30s, told me she often feels ‘a sense of duty as well as guilt’ when her mother asks her to babysit a much younger sibling. Despite wanting to say no, ‘I typically cave and babysit to suit her needs,’ Chen told me.


Jess, a lawyer in her 20s living in New York, was lumped with extra work – but with no raise, promotion or title change – after her manager left without immediately being replaced. ‘Then my new manager started to ask me to do administrative work, and trying to frame it as a good opportunity in a very condescending way,’ she told me. Jess accepted the extra work because she felt put on the spot, but secretly felt indignant.


Shoshanna, a Canberra-based writer in her late 60s, was asked by a poet she hardly knew to look at some writing he was struggling with. She agreed, and gave him feedback on his work. ‘Then he asked me to look at the rewrite,’ she said. Despite feeling he was asking too much, Shoshanna felt awkward about shrugging off his request.


Aida, a stay-at-home mum in her early 40s from regional Victoria, described feeling pressured to help an injured friend. ‘I took her to emergency, stayed with her, then next day went back to clean her apartment on my own,’ Aida told me. ‘She was quite demanding and direct about what I should do. I just dealt with it by being there, but never really admitted that I felt unappreciated.’


The scenarios described by Chen, Jess, Shoshanna and Aida are, individually, irritating but not unbearable. The problem is that Yes Women find themselves constantly struggling to field these demands – and the cumulative effect can be an exhausting sense that everyone ‘wants a piece of you’.


Whether it was a colleague, an acquaintance, a friend or a family member putting on the pressure, all the women I surveyed told me they often feel drained by the expectation they’ll say yes in the name of ‘being nice’.


It robs them of their time and energy. It draws their focus away from their true passions and priorities. And it’s undermining their power.


What this book is about (and how it works)


If you haven’t noticed yet, this book has unashamedly feminist leanings. It’s not just a practical handbook on how to draw boundaries but also a call to arms for women to take back their power, time and energy in a world that demands we say yes to other people’s priorities.


This is not a book about sex, consent and sexual assault – although they are crucially important conversations. (Women already do say no in these contexts, but that ‘no’ is not respected.)


This is also not a book about ‘doing it all’ – and it’s certainly not a book about how ‘doing it all’ is bad for women. The hackneyed debate about whether women should ‘do it all’ only ever really referred to women working and having children.22 The pressures explored in this book are broader than that, encompassing a wide range of roles that women are expected to fulfil in the 21st century: from friend, to partner, worker, community organiser and boss.


I’m also not interested in the ‘Can women really do it all?’ trope because some conservative commentators and men’s rights activists use it to argue that if women are so stressed this must mean that feminism has failed – that it would be easier and better for everyone if we reverted back to a time when women remained at home and men brought home the bacon.


I argue the opposite: we need more, not less, progress on redefining gender roles.


Finally, this is not a book about blaming women for their Yes Woman tendencies. If you struggle to say no, it’s not your fault. I point the finger of blame primarily at a society that, through the enforcement of rigid gender roles, teaches us from the moment we gain consciousness to be ‘good’ and compliant at all costs.


This book is about how women can stop spending time and energy on things they don’t want to do in the first place. It’s about how women can live happier lives by resisting the stifling pressure to be agreeable.
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That’s a lot of ground to cover, so this is how the book will play out.


First we’ll dig into how we become Yes Women – and why that state of being is a problem. The factors that contribute to our Yes Woman ways are many and varied, but my research suggests they can be broadly grouped into six categories.


The first factor is gender roles, because it’s clear that the way women are taught by society to be agreeable and self-sacrificing has a lot to do with how some of us become perfectionists and people-pleasers. The other five factors that contribute to Yes Woman tendencies are our parents and upbringing; our temperament or personality; a predisposition to anxiety or other mental health issues; the feeling of being an outsider; and rushing to get things done before gendered expectations around caring responsibilities come into play. These last five influences tend to apply to some Yes Women, but not others.


We’ll spend some time looking at each of these factors, so you’ll be able to see in detail how certain personality traits (conscientiousness and neuroticism, anyone?) are more closely correlated with Yes Woman behaviour; how impostor syndrome can be linked to the feeling of being an outsider; and the way childhood environments – having perfectionistic parents who valued achievements, or a traumatic, chaotic or unsafe childhood – can prime girls to become Yes Women. Then we’ll move on to peep at the facts about how saying yes undermines us, and take a look at the price we pay – both individually, and as a collective of women – for saying yes all the time.


After that, it’s all about you, baby. Here’s your chance to spot your unique combo of Yes Woman tendencies. We’ll figure out whether you’re a Yes Woman – and, if so, whether you’ve got it bad. We’ll also look at myths you might have swallowed (anyone else always assumed that ‘busy is best’?) and challenge them. We’ll work out what you actually want – because, often, Yes Women have been pushing aside their own needs for so long that they have trouble identifying what they actually want or need.


At which point, it’ll be time to dive into those practical, ‘here’s exactly what to do and say’ bits you’ve been waiting for – with the scripts, tips and strategies you’ll need to unlearn your Yes Woman tendencies, and the exact words you can use to politely decline everything from professional requests to coffee dates and toddlers’ birthday parties – and I’ll also give you permission to ‘take back’ your previous yes-es (hallelujah, this trick is a life-changer).


We will also unpack strategies and techniques to dodge irksome asks, invitations and favours in specific scenarios – from friends asking for favours, to overbearing relatives and overstepping parents, to dating and relationships (including the load at home). We’ll take a close look at saying no in your career, as well as in some other big, juicy situations where the pressure to put other people’s needs first, and do it all perfectly, looms large – from motherhood, to eco-guilt, to expectations around beauty. Each chapter looks at the challenges that you, my dear reader, might face in trying to make changes in your life.


Finally, we’ll look at how throwing away our Yes Woman tendencies sits within the wider context of feminism. Learning how to say no isn’t a magic bullet for women’s liberation and happiness. It’s not that simple – there are structures of power (hello, patriarchy and capitalism) that are heavily invested in women saying yes to things that sap their time and energy: working for less pay, looking after the domestic sphere so men can run the world, buying into the latest trends, or wearing undies that wedge all the way up our bums because they look sexy. As long as those structures are in place, women will be taught to, and sometimes coerced into, smiling, nodding, and saying yes to the crushing demands they face.


Without underplaying the importance of structural change, there’s another way we can try to make things better for women: by starting with changes in our own individual lives. If enough of us change the way we individually think and behave, we can contribute to a broader movement that, across the world, is challenging these expectations and pressures more systemically. The personal is political, as second-wave feminists said – so I’ll take a closer look at how we can join together in pushing for these larger changes.
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Before we proceed, brace yourself: learning how to say no might involve undoing a lifetime of indoctrination about what it means to be a woman – by our parents, the media, and our teachers, coaches and bosses.


We live in a world that tells women not to offend others and not to stand up for themselves, so this is not going to be easy. Nothing good is.


But it’s worth the work: once you start saying no without feeling guilty, you’ll feel liberated, you’ll notice that others respect you more and place a greater value on your time, and you’ll feel you have taken back your power, time and energy.


In a world that teaches girls to grow into Yes Women, that’s a radical feat.









Chapter 2


(Not) born this way: 
how culture makes us Nice


In order to learn to say ‘no’, you must first understand why you so often say ‘yes’.


– Brenda Dolieslager, psychologist1


I watched with dismay as the scene at the playground unfolded.


As a tiny girl of three waddled towards the slide, a bigger boy roughly shouldered her out of the way. The little girl’s face crumbled, and she reached towards the queue-jumping boy to bat him away.


‘Hey! Be nice,’ called her mother, swooping in to restrain the girl before she made contact. ‘We don’t hit! Be a good girl and share,’ the woman continued, red-faced with embarrassment. ‘And the slide is wet anyway. You don’t want to get damp.’


As the woman mumbled her apologies and bundled her defeated daughter off the play equipment, the older boy whooped and hollered down the slide without a second glance. His dad, standing nearby, shrugged with a what-can-you-do expression. ‘My son’s not very good at waiting his turn,’ he remarked lackadaisically.


Nobody checked in with the shoved little girl. Nobody cautioned the older boy. Nobody told him to be nice. And when he misbehaved, it was explained away as a natural attribute.


My annoyance lingered for hours afterwards, as my thoughts intermittently returned to the little girl’s disgruntled face and trembling bottom lip. Just like that girl at the playground, I thought, haven’t many of us been taught to be deferential, to be ‘nice’, since we were tiny? And when these messages about being a ‘good girl’ start coming so early, is it any wonder that so many of us fall into the trap of bottling up our own needs and putting other people first?


When I spoke to experts and dug into the research about how cultural norms dictate gender roles, I discovered that, just as I had expected, the stifling pressure to be agreeable does contribute to the tendency to say ‘yes’ (as well as to perfectionism, people-pleasing and ultimately feeling overcommitted and stressed to the gills).


In fact, the way girls are socialised according to strict gender norms is so core to the Yes Woman way of being that I’ve dedicated this entire chapter to it.


Good as gold and twice as Nice: we’re raised (not born) to be agreeable


‘Overall the main thing that I always tried to be was just – a good girl.’


These are the words of singer-songwriter Taylor Swift in the documentary Miss Americana,2 but they could just as well have been spoken by me, or any Yes Woman.


‘My entire moral code as a kid and now is a need to be thought of as good,’ Swift explains. ‘Do the right thing, do the good thing.’


It’s little wonder that Swift, and every Yes Woman I’ve encountered, grew up with ‘be good’ at the very core of their moral identity. We’ve been taught to be good, to be ‘nice’ – to avoid being unruly or confrontational at all costs – since infancy.


These cultural forces are nothing new, of course: women have long faced societal pressures to be compliant, self-sacrificing, and primarily devoted to caring for family. As Queensland-based clinical and coaching psychologist and Crappy to Happy podcast host Cass Dunn put it when I interviewed her: ‘Women particularly are subjected to all those messages about needing to keep people happy, being polite, being told our value is in being liked more so than being respected – all that kind of gender conditioning that we receive.’ Until very recently, those expectations were codified in law: married women can’t work; women can’t vote because they should be confined to the home; women can’t access abortion in order to control the size of their families. Today, many laws have evolved (thank you, feminist forebears). Many of us around the world are now free to work outside the home, and, in theory at least, to control our fertility, and have a voice in politics. These are undoubtedly enormous wins.


But even in the 2020s, old attitudes and gender stereotypes still shadow women, making it clear that we’re expected to carry the emotionally attuned, self-sacrificing roles in various arenas of our lives. The result? We now face the difficulty of undertaking many more roles simultaneously than our mothers and grandmothers did – and all the while, the same old tune of ‘be a nice girl now, dear’ plays in the background.
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Perhaps you’re thinking, But aren’t women just naturally nicer?


Well, no – but they can certainly appear that way. Personality studies tend to show that women score higher on traits like ‘agreeable’, ‘nurturing’ and ‘altruistic’. In one 1994 study, women scored especially high on what researchers called ‘tender-mindedness’ (those soft and fuzzy little brains of ours!).3 In 2007, when a research team from Europe asked more than 17,000 people across the world to fill out personality questionnaires, they found that women indeed scored higher on agreeableness, and also on the warmth and gregariousness facets of extraversion.4 Studies have also found that women are better at decoding non-verbal signals of emotion.5 So by the time they’re adults, women appear more agreeable, more compliant, and less directly assertive than their menfolk, and they often give off the appearance of being ‘nice’.


For a long time, historians, law-makers and scientists (typically white men) have claimed that these tendencies to be ‘nice’ and touchy-feely are rooted in biology. They’ve tried to ‘prove’ that women are better suited to caring roles in the home, while men go out to work. Some have argued that, even as foetuses or babies, there are physiological differences that gear males and females differently. One well-known example: Simon Baron-Cohen, a British clinical psychologist and University of Cambridge professor, created a study in which newborn babies were shown a mobile and a human face, to see whether the girls preferred the face (said to signal an interest in human relationships and emotions).6 The study found that baby girls looked at the human face slightly longer than the mobile, while boys looked at the mobile slightly longer than the face.


Baron-Cohen and his peers used those findings to claim that women’s brains are simply wired for emotions, while men are ‘systematisers’, with mathematical brains best geared for leadership. ‘Big strong men are geared to rule the world!’ Baron-Cohen claimed. (I paraphrase, but you get the gist.)


The methodology of that study has been heavily criticised and dismissed elsewhere, and a sizeable body of scientific literature flat-out contradicts Baron-Cohen’s results, suggesting that male and female infants respond equally to people and objects.7 Ultimately, researchers have come to varying conclusions about the extent of the brain’s impact on gender traits, but crucially, one key belief supporting the idea of a distinctly ‘female brain’ – that the hippocampus, a part of the brain that helps connect emotions to the senses, is larger in females than in males – was largely debunked in a 2015 meta-analysis that looked at findings from 76 published papers involving more than 6000 healthy people. The study found that there were no, or minimal, differences in size of the hippocampus.8


In other words, many experts now believe we’re all born with similar brains, but women are trained into niceness by cultural expectations about what it means to be a girl or woman. Long story short: we raise babies differently based on the biological sex they are born with – and this helps determine how they behave as they grow up.


So while it’s true that women score higher on ‘agreeable’ and ‘empathetic’ traits when tested, let’s not buy into the myth that niceness (or ‘Niceness’, as I’ll call it throughout this book, because it really is ‘Nice’ with a capital ‘N’) comes naturally to all women.




SIDE NOTE: The problem with ‘Nice’


‘What’s wrong with encouraging women to smile and practice selflessness?’ you might well be thinking. Isn’t it just nice to be Nice?


Let me be clear: kindness and generosity of spirit are wonderful traits in any person. I think all kids should be raised with those traits. But there’s a key difference between being Nice and being truly kind. As Soraya Chemaly adeptly puts it: ‘Nice is something you do to please others, even if you have no interest, desire, or reason to. Kindness, on the other hand, assumes that you are true to yourself first.’9


The Niceness I address in this book is a trait that society deems compulsory for women but not men. It’s a form of politeness and self-sacrifice that, as girls, we are taught we must engage in – even if it doesn’t come from the heart. Even if it harms us.


Some might also argue that I’m being sexist by taking such issue with Niceness and these other traits associated with femininity. To which I remind them: if we accept that there’s no evidence that women are inherently ‘Nicer’ than men, then labelling women ‘naturally Nice’ can actually be seen as a form of sexism – albeit a type of sexism that looks and sounds polite. We might even call it ‘benevolent sexism’, to use a term coined by psychologists Peter Glick and Susan Fiske in the 90s.10 Insisting women are naturally ‘Nicer’, self-sacrificing and demure isn’t as overtly prejudiced as out-and-out hostile sexism – but it nevertheless serves to maintain the patriarchy by justifying traditional gender roles, Glick and Fiske argue.


Framing Niceness as ‘natural’ for women gives men a great excuse to be the powerful leaders making the hard calls. They can tell themselves it’s only reasonable for them to rule, while women stay at home being carers in society (‘They’re naturally great at that!’). This mindset has been compared by academics to the paternalistic colonial mindset known as ‘the white man’s burden’. Just as some white colonial men spoke of this alleged duty to care for and ‘civilise’ the indigenous subjects whose territories they invaded,11 so do some benevolent sexists think of women as sweet, weaker, lesser beings who must be protected and controlled.


(This brings to mind an ex-boyfriend of mine, who used to stand in front of the TV news when it showed footage of war zones or car crashes. ‘I don’t want you to have to see such unpleasant things,’ he explained. Never mind that I was studying television journalism at the time!)


In short: Nice and kind are not the same thing, and it’s not a compliment to say that women are just Nicer than men. If women always acted Nice not because they were trained to by society but because they were just inherently kind and generous, then pleasing others wouldn’t feel like a burden – it’d be a pleasure, right?


If Niceness was natural, we wouldn’t crack under the pressure of being Yes Women.


And if being Nice was in my nature, I wouldn’t have ended up in hospital, completely frazzled and burnt out from trying to be Nice to everyone. All. The. Damn. Time.





How gender roles teach girls to be Nice


‘It’s a girl!’ proclaims the doctor.


‘It’s a girl!’ reads the balloon by the maternity bed.


‘It’s a girl!’ declare the dozens of cards – covered in flowers and unicorns and diamantes – sent to the parents.


As the tiny new being pops shoutily into the world, she’s blithely unaware that gender is a thing at all. But by the time that baby girl takes her first breath, society has already determined a colour-coded layout for her life. She’s assigned a gender identity at birth – female – on the basis of her biological sex, which immediately forms the basis of the roles, attributes and responsibilities assigned to her by society, and perhaps also her family. (A proper analysis of the impact of compulsory cis-heteronormativity – the way society assumes we are all cisgendered and straight, and the harm that this can cause – requires more knowledge than I have, so I’ll leave that to the experts, some of whom I’ve listed in the resources section at the end of this book.)


To borrow a thought from researcher and author Brené Brown: from the moment she is born, society projects onto a little girl immediate expectations – that she will be cute and attractive; she will grow up, get married, become a mother, have natural parenting skills, and be a loving family member.12


For those of us born biologically female, the doctor’s cry of ‘it’s a girl!’ is the start of a social mechanism known as ‘girling’, as American philosopher Judith Butler once wrote.13 As girls, we are not only expected to convey and display a social gender that coordinates with the labelled sex, we’re also expected to communicate and display emotions that align with the named social gender.14 In other words, as children, we learn to regard ‘feelings’ as feminine, and we learn to associate being female with caring for others, keeping the peace, and self-sacrifice.


Here’s one common example of how this ‘girling’ happens: I was shopping for my baby daughter at a large chain store the other day and I noticed the messages printed on the clothing were all variations on a theme.


‘Lovely!’ screamed one tiny pink t-shirt.


‘Mummy’s little helper,’ read another.


‘Happy and I know it,’ smirked another.


‘Sugar and spice and all things nice,’ said another.


My daughter is only a few months old, but before she can even read, she and other little girls are being marketed the message: ‘Be compliant, be Nice; you’re there to make the world more pleasant for others’, as British writer Kate Long once noted in a Twitter thread that went viral.15


Those messages are echoed by toys marketed to girls. Even at 6 to 12 months old, the ‘girls’ aisle of toy stores are packed with ‘toys of the home’ (dolls and cooking sets), which typically focus on nurturing others. Boys’ toys, by comparison, are overwhelmingly ‘toys of the world’ (machines and transportation vehicles).16


At just 10 months old, babies have developed the ability to make mental notes regarding what goes along with being male or female.17 By the age of five, children already have gender stereotypes in their heads.18 By six, boys and girls agree that girls tend to be Nicer than boys – and that boys are more likely to be ‘Really, really smart’.19


When I interviewed Hobart-based psychologist Dr Kimberley Norris for this book, she told me that this kind of socialisation plays a huge role in the people-pleasing that underlies Yes Woman behaviour. ‘Young children don’t question the messages they receive from adults, from the media,’ says Norris, who is also a professor of clinical psychology at The University of Tasmania. ‘They develop this pattern of behaviour quite early on and it just gets reinforced.’


These kinds of messages about what it means to be a girl versus a boy are sometimes taught explicitly: your grandmother telling you to be a good girl and help with the dishes while your brother languishes on the couch, for example. Or rules at all-girl schools teaching students that they must be Nice to everyone: share, be a good listener, be loyal and not let people down, as Irish writer and actor Stefanie Preissner recalls from her own childhood in her book Can I Say No? 20 The rules at the local boys’ school were simpler, she recalls: no biting, no kicking; wash your hands after using the toilet.


Other messages are ‘caught’. They’re the inadvertent memos we pick up, like watching your mum – and not your dad – buy Christmas gifts for the extended family every year.21 We notice that when boys and girls raise their hands in class at the same rate, boys get called on more than girls by a factor of at least eight. (Meanwhile, when girls are called on, they get corrected more than boys.)22


So we lower our voices, and we’re praised for being well-behaved little girls. It feels good. We let a friend borrow our favourite toy and, because we’re praised for our generosity, we learn to keep lending out our things.


As girls, we’re also taught to have a different relationship with space and the use of our bodies. Girls are taught that much of their value comes from being small and cute: even as newborn babies, little girls are more often described as ‘weak’ and ‘delicate’, whereas boys are more frequently described as ‘strong’, and ‘well coordinated’.23 As American political theorist and socialist feminist Iris Marion Young famously wrote, girls come to take up less space by what they do, and by what they do not do; girls come to restrict themselves by restructuring how they use their bodies.24 So while men ‘man-spread’, women are more likely to sit with elbows tucked in and legs crossed. And just like the little girl at the playground, we’re taught early on to restrict our movements so that we don’t get our dresses damp or dirty; meanwhile, boys wear no-fuss shorts and comfortable shoes made for running and exploring.


All this is a long way of saying that girls are taught that they’re meant to keep their voices, their bodies and their needs discreetly tucked away.


These messages can be amplified for girls and women of colour, who are often taught, as Good Black News founder Lori Lakin Hutcherson put it, ‘not to make a fuss, speak out or rock the boat. To just “deal with it”, lest more trouble follow (which, sadly, it often does).’25


Indeed, girls from certain diverse cultural backgrounds can suffer the effects of the ‘Niceness’ expectation more acutely. Young women from collectivist cultures, which emphasise the needs and goals of the group over the desires of each individual, may face greater expectations to be quiet and submissive. According to London-based psychotherapist and author of Emotional Sensitivity Imi Lo, in East Asian cultures, including those in China, Japan, Vietnam, Korea, Taiwan, Singapore and Malaysia, for women in particular ‘there are many unwritten rules.’


‘Asian women are celebrated for their compliance, adaptability, gentleness and youthful sweetness,’ Lo writes in an essay about ‘non-conforming Asian women’. ‘They are taught to play the femme fatale, the dutiful daughters, and the charming wife, but not to be assertive or ambitious in their career.’26


Ultimately, in all sorts of cultures across the world, little girls learn that they are meant to self-sacrifice. And as American lawyer and author of The H-Spot: The Feminist Pursuit of Happiness Jill Filipovic writes, they learn that girls and women are meant to give:


We give birth, we give life, we give milk created in our own bodies. We give up – food, ambition, money, fun. We sometimes give up our children. When we have sex with men, we’re ‘giving it up’. We give up our names. We are told to give until it hurts, and then give more.27


The requirement that women give is no small matter – it’s a central dynamic of misogyny, as feminist philosopher and author Kate Manne says. Under the white patriarchal order in which we live, ‘women are obligated to give, not to ask, and are expected to feel indebted and grateful, rather than entitled’, Manne explains. ‘This is especially the case with respect to characteristically moral goods: attention, care, sympathy, respect, admiration, and nurturing.’28


‘But I wasn’t raised to be a doormat!’


If you live in modern-day Australia, all this talk of training girls to be gentle little wallflowers might sound ludicrous. Isn’t this the 2020s? Don’t most parents have high hopes of their daughters being strong, independent career women?


Maybe your own parents were ahead of the curve – as mine were – and raised you to believe you could do anything a man does. If that rings true for you, you might be tempted to toss this book aside with a derisive snort: ‘This retrograde BS doesn’t apply to me!’


But regardless of your upbringing, it’s unlikely you were shielded completely from traditional expectations that girls be ‘Nice’. Research shows that even in families where the parents consider themselves equitable on the gender front, these kinds of gendered messages can persist.29


Sociologist Emily Kane, author of The Gender Trap, has found that these messages can take root even before a child is born – even among progressive, modern families. She interviewed a diverse group of parents in a not particularly conservative part of America about their preferences for sons or daughters before they became parents – and found that where parents had wanted daughters, it was often because daughters were expected to provide more emotional closeness. As one white, upper-middle-class, lesbian mother told Kane:


I envisioned that a daughter would be sweet, a great companion in old age … a girl would never forget your birthday, would be much more emotionally connected.30


For another example of how even the most egalitarian-minded parent can fall into this trap, we can look to the work of New York-based sociologist Dr Barbara Katz Rothman, whose work includes examining birth and midwifery through a feminist lens. Rothman conducted a study in which a group of expectant mothers described the movement of the foetus. She found that pregnant women who didn’t know the sex of their children described the baby’s kicks in similar terms – but when the mothers knew the baby’s sex, they used gender-stereotyped language: boys’ kicks were deemed ‘strong’ and ‘vigorous’, while girls’ were ‘not terribly active’.31


Before a baby girl has taken her first breath, she’s cocooned in preconceived notions, in other words. Canadian-born British philosopher, psychologist and writer Cordelia Fine points out in her book Delusions of Gender that this phenomenon is backed by a body of research showing how implicit associations – including gender stereotypes – influence our behaviour and decisions, even without us realising it.32


The bottom line: even if you were raised by forward-thinking parents, there’s a good chance some of this societal gendering around ‘Niceness’ crept in anyway. This stuff is pervasive as heck, people.


Nice and queer: LGBTQI Yes Women


Can LGBTQI folks be Yes Women? Hell yes.


Admittedly, while most research into people-pleasing, perfectionism and the tendency to say yes hasn’t collected data on the respondents’ sexuality (or whether they identified as cisgender, transgender, agender or non-binary, for that matter) the findings of one study published in 2020 suggest that lesbian women are less likely to be perfectionists than straight women, and the same study found that bisexual women are less likely to be perfectionists than both straight women and lesbian women.33


But, extrapolating from that study, it’s not as simple as saying that lesbian, bisexual or queer women are less likely to be Yes Women. Far from it. Sexuality is, of course, one piece of a large number of overlapping factors that shape who we are – women of any sexuality can be perfectionistic people-pleasers who say yes on autopilot. And what’s more, in one of the first surveys I carried out while researching this book, a full 25 per cent of respondents said they identified as LGBTQI. Some explained that, for them, the sexuality- or gender-based discrimination they’d experienced had distinctly played into their Yes Woman ways.


Taylor, a 27-year-old trans non-binary person who uses ‘they/them’ pronouns, told me they had to start learning to say no as part of the process of coming out. ‘When I started talking about wanting to change my name or my pronouns, my therapist said, “I’ll be honest with you, the trans people-pleaser has a more difficult time at the start,”’ Taylor says.


Coming out is, after all, saying no to the assumptions society has about your gender or sexuality. And it’s saying it repetitively, to everyone you meet.


‘You don’t just say, “No, that’s not my name and these are my pronouns.” You have to say that again and again, for the rest of your life, to people who you talk to at dinner parties and interviews and everywhere else,’ explains Taylor. ‘You’re saying, “No, your idea of me might not line up with who I am.”’


Taylor says that, while this idea of continually saying no to society’s heteronormative assumptions can be intimidating, it’s also been a great learning curve.


‘Compulsory heterosexuality is people-pleasing, because you’re acting in a certain way, in a way that you’ve been told,’ Taylor says. ‘In my experience, the trans non-binary people I know are some of the most authentic people that I know, because they have to move through things that cis or hetero people might not have to ask themselves.’


Another member of the LGBTQI community who’s struggled with Yes Woman tendencies is Stace, a 28-year-old bisexual architect from Sydney: ‘I grew up telling the lie “I’m not bisexual”, and honestly I think it made me put a lot of time and energy into hiding my own wants.’34 She goes on, ‘I spent years in this pattern of lying to others – and to myself – by trying to wear the right thing and looking the perfect way … Even since I’ve come out now and my friends and family are supportive, it’s still such an ingrained pattern of mine to strive to make others like or accept me.’


Then there’s Allie, a 34-year-old nurse from Brisbane. She tells me that before coming out as a lesbian, she suffered profoundly under the ‘Niceness’ expectation – perhaps more so than her straight counterparts. In the minds of her high school classmates, Allie says that ‘lesbian’ meant loud, unkempt and outspoken. She feared coming out would mean she would be thought unfeminine – not ‘nice, cute or demure like a lady,’ as she put it.


These fears – which she describes as ‘a fearful flavour of shame’ – were a strong factor in choosing to deny her sexuality until her late teens. They also drove her to try to be ‘extra nice’ – a strategy she used ‘to head off’ what she ‘thought people would assume’ about her once she came out.


Allie ultimately found that her sexuality helped her transcend heteronormative expectations around beauty ideals. So while she initially felt her sexuality fuelled her Yes Woman tendencies, it helped her rise above her people-pleasing ways in the end.


‘My closest friends were always very, very attractive in that straight, pretty, sorority-girl kind of way, so I grew up assuming that’s what I had to look like as a woman,’ Allie explains. ‘When I realised I was a lesbian and came out, it was like this weight lifted off me. Suddenly nobody expected me to do the hair-colouring and the eyelashes and all the other stuff my straight friends spend their time on to please men or society or whatever. Now I just dress how I feel.’
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The trans experience is particularly interesting in this context. Transgender women haven’t been subject to the earliest moments of the ‘girling’ processes – the process that starts with the doctor’s cry of ‘it’s a girl!’ – because their gender identity differs from the sex assigned to them at birth. However, societal expectations can nevertheless powerfully effect trans women.


Diversity trainer, educator, speaker and occasional performer Sally Goldner AM – a co-founder of Transgender Victoria – tells me she noticed those societal expectations come to bear on her soon after she announced herself as a woman. ‘There was this sense of mansplaining,’ she says. ‘It was as if, suddenly, I lost my knowledge’ – so men felt they had to start explaining things to her in a way they hadn’t previously.35


Psychotherapist and counsellor Grace Lee, who works with trans, gender diverse and non-binary clients, and is a trans woman herself, has remarked on this phenomenon, too. ‘I think trans women do have the experience [before coming out] of being able to take up space and being dominant and heard and all those things, and then finding that once they’ve transitioned they’re not acknowledged as being able to take up as much space,’ Melbourne-based Lee tells me, adding that trans women can feel they have to ‘be more acquiescent’ after transitioning.


Ben Barres, a transgender man and neuroscientist at the Stanford University School of Medicine in California, described a similar experience – in reverse – of feeling taken more seriously as a man than a woman. ‘People who don’t know I am transgender treat me with much more respect. I can even complete a whole sentence without being interrupted by a man,’ Barres wrote in an article for Nature.36 He recalls hearing an audience member remark, following his transition, ‘Ben Barres gave a great seminar today, but then his work is much better than his sister’s.’ There was, of course, no sister – the audience member just took Barres less seriously when perceiving him as a woman.37
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There isn’t one ‘LGBTQI Yes Woman story’ of course – gender identity and expression is far from simple, and these are merely some examples of the way things can go. Nevertheless, the experiences of women from the LGBTQI community show that the ‘be a Nice girl’ expectation is far-reaching and can be hard to overcome, even for (and sometimes especially for) those who’ve confronted gender expectations head-on.


The price of stepping out of the ‘good girls’ line


So far, this chapter has explored how girls are encouraged to become Yes Women. Much of the time, this is a process of positive reinforcement: it’s the Nice girls who are worshipped as love interests in blockbuster movies. They’re the self-sacrificing mums getting hugged by strong sons on breakfast cereal commercials. They’re the lovely media darlings – the Bachelorettes, the (early) Taylor Swifts, the breakfast television sidekicks.


But with that carrot of social reward also comes a stick for the women who refuse, even in tiny ways, to subjugate their own needs.38 That stick is aggression towards, and exclusion of, women who step out of the ‘obedient women’s line’.39


The very real consequences for women who are not seen as caring and demure include hurtful labels used to keep women quiet – ‘nasty’, ‘loudmouth’, ‘bitch’ – and public shaming, as well as racist stereotypes such as ‘angry Black women’, online trolling, and even physical violence. The fear of these consequences is a tune that plays, ever so softly, in the background of many everyday interactions – and it’s a powerful part of what turns some girls into Yes Women.


In other words, we fear the negative responses we might receive if we express what we need, want and feel. So, all too often, we remain silent. When a creepy bloke on the street yells out something vulgar, we ‘grin and bear it’. When we’re riled up, we go out of our way to seem calm and to contain ourselves. When someone treats us poorly, we couch our concerns in light, breezy, non-confrontational terms.


We suppress our anger. We remain silent. We say ‘yes’.
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Picture this: you’re in a team meeting at work, about to present a great new idea you’ve come up with. Out of nowhere, a male colleague – who you’d run your idea past, for feedback – presents the idea as his own. Do you speak up, calling him out for passing off your idea as his own?


Many women wouldn’t – and it’s not because they’re pushovers. It’s because women are simply aware of the reality that we are all too often shamed as loudmouthed or pushy when we speak out. Just as we’re admonished as little girls to use ‘Nicer’ voices three times more often than boys are,40 gendered expectations about whose voices should be heard continue into adolescence and then adulthood.


In the workforce, women who are seen as ‘too’ ambitious or ‘too’ confident – who speak up – bump up against the ‘Nice girl’ female stereotype. Often, they are penalised for those behaviours for which men are rewarded: when women express anger at work, they are viewed as less competent, less powerful and less likely to be paid a high salary; when men express anger at work, meanwhile, both male and female evaluators judge them to be powerful, competent and worthy of a high salary.41


At work, women are also expected to give of themselves more than men. In one study, employees were asked to help colleagues finish a task. When the men didn’t engage in this ‘helping behaviour’, those who were asked to rate them – both male and female – didn’t mark them down. When the women didn’t help their colleagues, however, they were severely marked down.42 On the other side of the coin, when the men helped, the judges rated them very highly; the women who helped got no benefit, though.43


Studies also show that when men talk, people see them as powerful, while when women talk, people see them as incompetent and unsuited for leading, as Caryl Rivers and Rosalind C Barnett have pointed out.44


Have you seen that famous Punch cartoon that shows a group of workmates drawn sitting around a table? The boss is saying, ‘That’s an excellent suggestion, Miss Triggs. Perhaps one of the men here would like to make it.’45 It was drawn in 1988, but it’s still funny – because it’s true.


That double-standard is something most professional women can relate to, even today.
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Women in politics are particularly vulnerable to these sorts of double standards. More than 80 per cent of women parliamentarians across the globe have been targeted by some sort of psychological violence, according to a 2016 global survey from the Inter-Parliamentary Union.46


Here in Australia, the treatment of former Australian Prime Minister Julia Gillard throughout her term as PM gives a good indication of the kind of labelling and shaming women politicians are subject to. Gillard was called a bitch, a witch; her choice not to have children saw her labelled ‘barren’; and when her father, John, died, conservative shock jock Alan Jones suggested that he had ‘died of shame’.47


Similarly, in the US, presidential candidate Hillary Clinton was often described as more hostile, irritable, less competent, and unlikeable – ‘the kiss of death for a class of people expected to maintain social connections’, as Soraya Chemaly wrote in her powerful book about women and anger, Rage Becomes Her.48 Clinton’s critics, including Donald Trump, often also expressed their dislike of her in terms of disgust – which, as Kate Manne says, is a particularly powerful misogynistic way of describing women ‘because it sticks, and because it makes us want to keep our distance from its object’.49


If women in politics get into a debate, it’s a ‘catfight’.50 If the women are young and attractive (and even if they’re not) their sexual life is often turned into a matter of public spectacle – and they’re sometimes even ‘slut-shamed’. For instance, there was the case of Australian Greens Senator Sarah Hanson-Young, who was defamed by Senator David Leyonhjelm and told to ‘stop shagging men’. (Hanson-Young later successfully sued for defamation, saying the victory was for women who had been ‘made to stay silent’.)51


This kind of harassment can drive some women in politics or other leadership roles to people-pleasing behaviour, says Senator Larissa Waters, a senator for Queensland, a former lawyer, and a member of the Australian Greens. ‘There is an unspoken rule that women in leadership roles are expected to not only be competent and trustworthy, but caring and likeable,’ she tells me. ‘Too often, that leads to us agreeing to take on more work to seem like a team player, someone who doesn’t think themselves above helping out.’ (This can also play into many women in leadership positions experiencing impostor syndrome, she adds – but we’ll explore that later.)
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It’s not just women in politics or leadership roles who are vulnerable to these attacks, of course. In a world where social media makes anonymous trolling so easy, the threat of being attacked for voicing your opinion looms large for any of us who use the internet, causing many of us to think twice before posting online. Facebook and Twitter have become tools of call-out culture, which leaves little room for mistakes – and can leave some women too afraid to speak up at all. Afraid of being ‘cancelled’ – and putting our reputations and even careers on the line – many women obsess about getting their status updates, opinions or shared links ‘right’.


Social media is not evil – it has many upsides, including its potential to amplify previously marginalised voices. But it’s a double-edged sword: as Canadian-Australian author, presenter, journalist and former model Tara Moss wrote, having an opinion as a woman online now comes with gendered abuse, almost inevitably:


Speak out against rape and murder … get rape and death threats. Speak out against inequality and have your ‘f*ckability’ rating assessed by trolls, who presumably think this is the only use for a woman.52


Online abuse is more common for women who face multiple oppressions as a result of their race, sexuality, class, disability or because they are transgender, as a report from Gender Equity Victoria has made clear. These women are ‘even more at risk of online abuse, and their experiences of gender-based harassment are intensified by these aspects of identity’, the report tells us.53


For example, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are disproportionately targeted by image-based sexual abuse.54 The podcast Pretty for an Aboriginal, hosted by Indigenous Australian writers and actors Nakkiah Lui and Miranda Tapsell, has reflected that this may be the case because, as an Aboriginal woman, ‘Historically you’re on the bottom rung, you’re not meant to talk up,’ as one podcast guest put it.55


The way that sexism and racism manifest in Black women’s lives to create intersecting forms of oppression is so common and distinct that it has its own name: ‘ misogynoir’. A label coined by African American feminist scholar Moya Bailey,56 misogynoir describes how when Black57 women express anger, they often experience a double-whammy of abuse. They’re not only hit with labels often directed at emotional women across the board (‘bitch’ or ‘hysterical’) – they’re also branded with racist stereotypes about Black women being angry.


Remember when tennis legend Serena Williams lost the US open and cartoonist Mark Knight drew a cartoon of the sports star mid-tantrum, stomping on her tennis racquet? That’s an example of misogynoir here in Australia. Along with sexism, the cartoon lobbed in racist stereotypes, and The National Association of Black Journalists accused Knight’s depiction of being ‘unnecessarily sambo-like’58 (a reference to the racist Jim Crow caricatures of the 19th century).59


Whether you’re a woman of colour or not, whether you’re in politics or sports or you’re an office worker or a stay-at-home mum, to various degrees we are mocked and ridiculed if we display anger or put ourselves first – and these hurtful stereotypes are often used to keep us quiet.




SIDE NOTE: Has ‘Niceness’ served us as a tool of survival?


There’s an argument that, historically, being Nice and gaining others’ approval may have felt like a lifeline for women. In generations past, we ‘couldn’t protect our own safety through physical, legal or financial means. We couldn’t defend ourselves through a kick or a punch, nor could we rely on the law if our safety was threatened,’ author Tara Mohr writes in her book Playing Big.60 ‘For millennia, we could ensure our survival by complying with what was approved of or desired by those with greater power. Being likeable, or at least acceptable, to stronger, more powerful people was a survival strategy.’


This is why disapproval feels unsafe to many women: for generations, it was life-threatening. It remains life-threatening to women who live under oppressive regimes or in violent homes, Mohr adds.61


But some would argue that remaining quiet, agreeable and Nice hasn’t kept us safe at all.


Writer and civil rights activist Audre Lorde, in a powerful paper arguing for women to transform their silence into language and action, famously said: ‘your silence will not protect you’.62 In Lorde’s view, speaking and sharing what’s most important is necessary – partly as a way of pressing for political change alongside other women.63





When ‘Nice’ isn’t actually nice: women police gender roles, too


‘Oh, you’re putting your kid into childcare at six months old? You’re so brave!’ said the woman in the park, a gleam in her eye. ‘I’m going to wait until my daughter’s two, personally, but that’s my own silly obsession with making sure she doesn’t feel abandoned!’


Spoken with a smile, there was no way I could challenge this mother’s well-concealed barb without coming off as defensive. I let it slide – because it can be particularly difficult to challenge this kind of passive-aggressive comment.


In my experience as a mother, it’s often women like this mum at the park who judge and attack other women’s choices most harshly. And often, it’s choices about caregiving, self-sacrifice, appearance and other gendered expectations that are most subject to scrutiny.


So let’s be clear: it’s not only men who enforce society’s unspoken gender rules. While gender roles around Niceness do serve patriarchal ends, in ways I explored earlier, some women certainly judge and shame other women who step outside society’s mandated ‘Nice’ and caring stereotype.
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Why do we women police each other like this?


Sometimes, we’re projecting our own anxieties about the difficult choices we make as women. We see other women make different choices to us, and wonder if we’re ‘doing womanhood right’:





If she’s going back to work when her baby is six months old, does that mean I’m not ambitious enough in my career?


If she’s going cosmetics-free, does that mean I’m ridiculous for going all-out with the fake tan?


If she’s breastfeeding her two-year-old, does that mean I’ve short-changed my own kid by weaning earlier?


In some cases, it’s because women have internalised those gender stereotypes themselves. They come to believe that they really do have these self-sacrificing, agreeable traits from birth – and that they’re fulfilling nature’s own path in supporting men in their working roles, looking after the children, and generally being pretty, caring, Nice little homemakers. Buying into these ideas, some police other women – turning on those who eschew gender norms about self-sacrifice by choosing not to have kids, for example. (Which is ironic, because shaming other women that way is, really, the opposite of being truly ‘Nice’.)


As we’ve seen above, when women police other women, they don’t tear into them directly. That would violate the cultural script. Because society demands that we, as women, put on a ‘Nice face’, we only have cultural consent to express disagreement or aggression in sneaky, backhanded ways. Author Rachel Simmons explained this modus operandi in her book Odd Girl Out,64 but I believe it applies to fully grown women, too.


Just like the mum at the park, women and girls often wrap aggression and judgement into polite-sounding jibes; back-handed compliments; kiss-kick comments; subtle modes of exclusion; passive-aggressive notes; dirty looks.


I’m all for the sisterhood, but wow – some women are experts at throwing grenades wrapped up in sweet-sounding sentiments.


‘I wish I was confident enough to wear such curve-hugging jeans!’ a boyfriend’s ex once squealed at me as she embraced me into a perfumed, passive-aggressive hug. And remember Regina George from Mean Girls? She’d compliment a classmate’s jewellery with ‘that’s adorable’ as a coded way of saying ‘that’s hideous and you’re very uncool’.


This form of indirect, Nice-seeming aggression can feel near-impossible to challenge. It’s a bit like gaslighting: you know you’re being mistreated, but if you say as much, you’re ‘overreacting’.


All this is to say that women certainly aren’t always Nice – and they certainly play a part in policing gender roles, just as men do. They just do it in a different way: in a culture that prohibits out-and-out aggression among girls, other women might put on a performance of ‘Niceness’, at least to your face.


In the end, gender stereotypes about women’s ‘Niceness’ can help coerce us into seeming agreeable at all costs. In a society where this Niceness is policed by men and women alike, Yes Women sometimes say yes to demands on us because the alternative is to be deemed ‘not Nice’. The perpetual undercurrent of possible public shaming, trolling, and mean-girl behaviour that we might face if we step outside that ‘Nice girls’ line can, quite simply, feel like much to bear.
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