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PREFACE


Dear Readers,


Women are powerful. Through the ages, Joan of Arc, Rosa Parks, Indira Gandhi, Eleanor Roosevelt, Madame Curie, and other pioneers have created role models and paths for us to follow. And now, according to futurists and cultural anthropologists, a critical mass of educated, experienced, and economically stable women worldwide stands poised to wield their power with a force and duration this world has never before seen.


Katie, bar the door, here we come.


The generation of women who marched for their causes while they burned their bras, bumped their heads on the glass ceiling, and then successfully took their bruised noggins into business for themselves and fought for rights and corrected many wrongs—these are the women who are leading the way. Equally powerful will be the next generations of females, who’ve benefited and learned from their older sisters. Their passion, global view, and innovative approaches will create an explosion of healing change that only a group of women who have mastered the Internet and mosh pits alike can cause.


Many of us sense the change coming. I have seen an ever-growing grassroots movement of women wanting to know more about their power. I experienced this firsthand when I attended a Powerful Woman’s weekend retreat in 2000 in Greensboro, North Carolina. Annette Simmons, author of The Story Factor and Territorial Games, gathered fifteen women, from NASA researchers to artists, diverse in age, race, and opinion, who spent two days sharing their stories of power.


I was struck by Annette’s opening welcome. She said, “I am a powerful woman. I don’t know how I got this way. I have no idea what it is about me that makes me so powerful. I actually understand masculine power—mainly winning—better than feminine power. Still, I know that the world needs our feminine power to rebalance itself and heal the suffering.”


I believe she is right. The world does need our feminine power. It’s time for us to understand what we do to block our power and what we can do to maximize it by identifying the behaviors that will get us what we need and want.


This book is one step in that direction. Thank you for taking this journey with me.


Warmly,


Mary LoVerde
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GIVE IT UP
Controlling Our Lives



IF ONLY I COULD get a handle on my life. Then I’d finally be able to have some time for myself, the kids, and my husband. I’d read the stack of books on my nightstand, put the piles of photos sitting in their envelopes in albums, and cook healthy meals. If I could just get a grip, I’d solve the problems at work, keep a cleaner house, and pay more attention to my aging parents. with just a little more leverage over my life, I could run the cat to the vet, the kids to dance and debate practice, and the tax forms to the IRS. I could volunteer more. I could lose weight, I could … well, you know, if I could just get control…


As women, we feel responsible for just about everything. And when we put “everything” on a to-do list, it makes for a very full day. As a result, we are exhausted, overwhelmed, and inundated, with no relief in sight. We tried to solve the too-much-to-do-not-enough-time-to-do-it problem by going faster, and now even at warp speed, we’re getting further behind. A law of physics tells us that it takes four times as much energy to go twice as fast. No wonder we’re tired.


Even those superwomen who can fly faster than a speeding minivan recognize that rushing no longer works. So we have switched gears. Our new favorite strategy is to “simply” get a handle on it all. Yes, yes, that’s it! If only we could be in charge, get a grip, gain control of the situation, then we could finally live the good life.


I wondered if this new approach was working, so I began to observe women I believed were successful. I heard Linda Ellerbee, TV journalist and author, deliver an insightful, witty speech detailing her life as a divorcee, mother of two children, recovering alcoholic, and breast cancer survivor. She regaled us with tales of her firings, her career moves, and her leap of faith when she (against conventional wisdom) started her own company, Lucky Duck Productions. Then she said one line, and I didn’t hear another word she said: “If I had predicted at any given moment in my life what I would be doing in the next five years, I would have been wrong 100 percent of the time.”


My brain froze. Here was a tremendously respected and accomplished woman who used her power to get what she wanted in life, and yet she knew her success was not due to having a firm grip on what would happen next. She held no illusions that she was in control and seemed very comfortable with that truth.


I was intrigued and filled with hope. I reasoned that perhaps I too have enough power to get what I want in my life without forcing, pushing, and obsessing. Maybe getting a handle on my life isn’t the answer.


I became very curious about the concept of control and the role it plays in our lives. Does striving for control help or hinder us? Does anyone ever really get control, and if so, what is the price? Do I need to be in control of my life to live the way I want to? What does control have to do with being a powerful woman? I read books, interviewed women from all walks of life from around the world, conducted focus groups, led seminars, and listened at dinner parties. Here’s what I learned about control.


We Say We Want Control


Our language suggests that control is a big deal. I’ve listened to how we describe ourselves when we are out of balance. Women talk a lot about their need for control. Rarely do I get through an entire conversation without hearing something about it:


“As soon as I get things under control…” This is an odd phrase when you think about it. What things? Under where?


“I’ve got to get on top of things …” “I’ve got to get to the bottom of this …” We are very busy swarming around. How can we be on both the top and the bottom of everything?


“I need to get it nailed down.” One of my friends quipped in reply: “I nailed it once; I just can’t remember what I nailed it to.”


“I’ve got a death grip on it, and it is still beyond my control!” “Death grip” is a telling phrase.


When a culture has an important concept, it creates many words to describe it. You may have heard that the Eskimos have a hundred words for snow. Well, if the number of descriptive words is any reflection, control plays a big role in our lives. Our language has everything from birth and mind control to nuclear arms and gun control. Use the word control, and nearly everyone has a strong opinion and is ready and willing to share it.


We’re supposed to control our distractions, our dogs, and our dandruff. We want controlling interest. We’re incensed when parents won’t control their kids, and just watch what happens to some people when they can’t find the remote control. Think of a life without control-top panty hose. There is no question about it: We want control!


Research Supports My Hypothesis


Our intense desire for control is not something I dreamed up. Yankelovich, Inc., one of the premiere national marketing research firms, reports that throughout most of the 1990s, the consumer’s emphasis was on control. For example, eight out of ten women agreed with the statement, “It’s important to me to feel in charge of each and every part of my life,” and six out of ten women agreed with the statement, “Lately I find I’m looking for ways of getting more control over my life.”


Yankelovich, Inc., even created a framework for understanding how we deal with control, which they called Strategic Control. Within this framework, we use three main strategies:


Jettison things that simply aren’t important, or at least not worth the effort.


Delegate those things that can be delegated.


Control those things that remain.


According to their research, consumers were not, in the last decade, inclined to jettison (let go of anything), “as notions of ’sacrifice’ and ’compromise’ were increasingly unacceptable. Given a fundamental lack of trust, delegation was equally difficult. The results: massive ’to-do’ lists and high stress levels.”


But a ray of hope shines through. A new pattern is emerging—an improved approach to managing tasks in our lives and, more important, managing our most precious resources: time and energy. I smiled when I read that the Yankelovich researchers have called the new approach “lightening up,” which means, in part, not overanalyzing every decision and instead putting a continuing focus on our quality of life now and a decreased focus on accomplishments and duty. Perhaps we are ready to learn a new way.


Women Are Different


As we begin to adapt new strategies and tap into our feminine powers, we must understand that women belong to a special club. Control is often perceived as a male issue, but women have a unique perspective on it. We deal with stress and the feelings of responsibility differently from men because we react to a wider range of outside stressors. We have more on our plate and therefore more control issues. Ronald Kessler, professor of health care policy at Harvard Medical School, asked 166 married couples to keep a daily stress diary for six weeks. He found women feel stress more often because they take a more holistic view (or is it “whole-list-ic view?”) of everyday life. “A man may worry if someone in his immediate family is sick; his wife takes on the burdens of the whole neighborhood. Men take care of one thing [at a time],” he says. “Women put the pieces together.”


I know just what he means. I go to bed at night worrying about the starving children who need my leftovers. I lie awake mentally rehearsing the four things I did not get done (and are therefore out of my control) and ignore the 4,752 things I did do. I try to figure out how my friend can save her marriage, my kids can learn the value of money, and we can get the filmmakers to decrease violence. By 2:00 A.M. I’m trying to solve the trillion-dollar national debt and the Middle East peace crisis. My nights are busy.


One day I got this anonymous fax:


MEMO FROM GOD:
Do not feel totally, personally, irrevocably responsible for everything. That’s My job.


I never did find out who faxed it, but apparently the sender thought I was taking this control issue just a little too far. I do feel totally responsible for everything. This is, of course, a heavy, and impossible, burden. I can’t remember who told me the load was mine to carry, but I spend enormous amounts of energy, countless hours, and an infinite number of tears trying to control the things I cannot control. Most women I talk to feel the same. When I ask them about life balance issues, I always hear the same word: control.


Our Feminine Circuitry Predisposes Us


My female-wired brain is responsible for this nocturnal flight of ideas. Unlike men with their unifocus, I’ve got, just like the song says, “the whole wide world in my hands.” Helen Fischer, an anthropologist at Rutgers University and author of The First Sex, writes that compared to men, women “tend to gather more data that pertain to a topic and connect these details faster. As women make decisions, they weigh more variables, consider more options and outcomes, recall more points of view, and see more ways to proceed. They integrate, generalize, and synthesize.” Perhaps that explains why my husband can sleep so peacefully beside me while I ponder the problems of the universe.



The Difference Isn’t Black and White; It’s Gray and White


I am fascinated with the breakthrough research in neuroscience that suggests explanations for our different abilities. Compared to men, it’s not just our hips that are bigger. Our prefrontal cortexes (where we organize thoughts and can think contextually) are larger, and the bridges that connect the right and left hemispheres of our brains, the corpus callosum and the anterior commissure, are both significantly larger too. When we solve problems, different parts of our gray and white matter fire up. Our neurons are more densely packed in some areas than they are in the male brain. We use both sides of our brain for talking, giving us the linguistic edge over men. Our senses of touch, smell, vision, taste, and hearing are all more finely tuned. So when we’re told to “use our brain,” we really do, even more so than men.


By neurological design, women are uniquely physiologically, genetically, and psychologically well equipped to use the strategy of control. But a strength overused can become a weakness. As I will show you in the following chapters, our natural talents sometimes feed our urge to control in ways far different from men. We multitask until we drop because our brains will. We may overnurture our children because our neurons respond more intensely to emotion. Long-term planning is a function of our larger, highly efficient prefrontal cortex, so controlling the future sounds reasonable to us. But our innate tendencies don’t have to get us into trouble. As we will learn, there’s a better way than striving for control to get what we want.


We Control Out of the Goodness of Our Hearts


I was convinced about our gender’s desire for some sense of control the day I received this e-mail from my friend who is married, the mother of a one year old, and an entrepreneur. She is wildly successful in all of her roles but exhausted from gripping too tightly:




Dear Mary,


I joke with my friends that if the world would relinquish all of its power to me, it would be a better place. On some level, and certainly on stressful days, I really believe it. If efficiency and order were all life was about, I would be Queen of the World, at least in my mind. I am not nearly as efficient and orderly as I think I could be if all these people I care about would get out of my way. But that is the rub, isn’t it? Life is nothing without the people, and yet it is the people who make it so out of order.


When I am most stressed, and that is pretty frequently these days, I want control. I crave it, demand it, and strive for it. I feel if I could just get things back in control and get a handle on them, then I could prevent the pit in my stomach from coming back. When I am stressed, control seems like the logical answer. As I sit here, I cannot fathom a better one.


My friend Barbara has three children and is the opposite of me when it comes to control. She runs from it. She is laid back and easy. She always says she tries not to plan too far ahead. She frequently forgets things (like a diaper for her infant on an airplane trip) and just brushes it off. I used to judge her, but now I see that she is clearly happier (at least happy more frequently) than I am, and she feels vibrantly alive. I feel like a slug most of the time. But I just can’t; I can’t let go of the reins. I feel like it will all fall apart. I feel responsible for running everything in my sphere.


My husband would have a better life if I were not so control oriented (a.k.a. picky, demanding, aware) because he has a more relaxed approach to life. But when I am in my control mode, I tell myself it is for all of us to have a better life.


Warmly,


Renee





Renee speaks for many women. Wanting control is natural and normal. If we are responsible for everything, it only makes sense that we should be in control. For most of us, getting control represents order, security, and instant gratification. Out of the goodness of our hearts, we sometimes use control as a means to give others what we think they need. We are not controlling in the sense of a control freak or manipulative soap opera vixen. Since going faster didn’t work, we’re simply developing behaviors to stop us from spinning out of control. We have an arsenal of control techniques. We worry more, sleep less, avoid change, strive for perfection, and cry. We feel guilty and sometimes use guilt tactics on others “to keep them safe.” We create enormous unrealistic expectations and almost kill ourselves trying to make them a reality. We sometimes try to please at too great a cost or force issues that don’t matter.


On bad days, we withhold affection, sex, or money. We stop listening or use the silent treatment. We can be stubborn and refuse to forgive. We don’t have to search far to remember the last time we nagged, yelled, or had a meltdown moment. Sometimes we appear unreasonable. I can’t be the only woman who has threatened a teenager with a week of no hair spray just so I could feel in control.


But these strategies don’t work the way we want them to.



We Try to Control Anyway


Most of us feel it’s our duty to get a handle on our health. We eat organic vegetables, drink protein shakes, and kick-box until we ache—and we still get breast and colon cancer and cringe as we watch beautifully fit FloJo, the Olympic gold medalist, die a premature death. We can improve our well-being and increase our odds of living a long life, but we cannot control our mortality.


We put a lot of focus on controlling our jobs. We learn a trade or earn a college degree, collaborate, and “manage our total quality”—and then watch valued colleagues take severance packages. Some of us get a surprise pink slip, often for a job too well or too expensively done. No matter how indispensable we become or how brilliant our ideas, we can’t control the business world.


We expect to control our wealth. We save, invest, borrow, and buy mutual funds by the truckloads. We collect credit cards, trade on-line and become dot-com-ers. After riding a roller coaster with the falling yen, diving NASDAQ, soaring college tuition, skyrocketing nursing home bills, and the amicable-turned-bitter divorce that wipes us out, we discover we can’t buy control either.


While “vainly” trying to control our appearance we transplant, implant, and “liposuck.” We laser, peel, inject, lift, tuck, and dye. Our alterations might make us look a bit better for a little while, but we get old anyway.


We try especially hard to control our children. We choose between breast and bottle, cloth and disposable, private and public. We become experts on the latest research about how and when to toilet train. We worry about quality time, feel guilty about missing the school play, and teach them how to get along in the world. In the end, our children learn to use the bathroom when they are good and ready (and not a minute sooner), become independent and self-reliant, and grow up to be young adults with very distinct ideas of their own on how to live life. We can guide, nurture, and love them, but if we think we can mold them into the people we want them to be, we are kidding ourselves.


We commit to our relationships “until death do us part.” We learn Victoria’s secret, explore who’s from Venus and who’s from Mars, and look forward to our Golden anniversary—but more than 50 percent of us break up. Despite our focus, getting a handle on love relationships seems extremely elusive.


Our ultimate ambition is to control time. We let Mr. Franklin plan for us, and Ms. Palm pilot our projects. We set goals, write objectives, and devise mission statements. Time may be the stuff life is made of, but we can’t stop it, and that makes it impossible to control it.


We spend our talents, energy, and fortunes trying to getting a handle on life, and yet the bottom line is that we really haven’t controlled diddly-squat.


Don’t get me wrong. I am not against low-fat diets, plastic surgery, credit cards, or sexy lingerie. I don’t mind electronic devices that remind me how late I am. I’m on record as actually being in favor of early toilet training for the last child in the family. I believe in love. These things may contribute to the quality of our lives, but they won’t give us control over our lives. And even if they did, trying to control our lives doesn’t enrich them. The more we try to control, the poorer we actually become.
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