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Dedicated to the daughters of Zelophehad—perhaps the first women in recorded history to stand up for their economic rights—and all our daughters


The daughters of Zelophehad … came forward … They stood before Moses … and they said, “Our father died in the wilderness … and he has left no sons. Let not our father’s name be lost to his clan just because he had no son! Give us a holding among our father’s kinsmen!”

Moses brought their case before the Lord.

And the Lord said to Moses, “The plea of Zelophehad’s daughters is just: you should give them a hereditary holding among their father’s kinsmen; transfer their father’s share to them.”

The Tanakh, NUMBERS 27:1-9


INTRODUCTION

IF YOU ARE OLD ENOUGH—AND PARTICULARLY IF you lived in or near a college town—you may remember getting your hands on the first edition of Our Bodies, Ourselves. Then titled Women and Their Bodies, printed by the New England Free Press and stapled together on newsprint, it sold for 40 cents. Women pored avidly over the chapters: excited, angry, eager to learn, wanting to take more responsibility for our health and our lives.

Now, thirty years and 4 million copies later, Our Bodies, Ourselves continues to educate, challenge, and inspire women and health care providers all over the world. Because of the hard work of the brave and brilliant women of the Boston Women’s Health Book Collective, a new generation of women is learning to ask questions, and to take responsibility for its own health.

Our goal is to do the same for women’s economic well-being. We believe that change begins with education, for education opens women’s eyes and broadens our options.

To help you take control of your own financial well-being, Womankind is proud to present Money Order: The Money Management Guide for Women as the next step in women’s self-advocacy. Topics are presented by women financial experts who love their work and communicate their enthusiasm. In many chapters, you will find “inside tips” by the contributing authors—often, information that financial institutions wish you didn’t have.

Collaboratively written by and for women, Money Order aims to help readers:

 	Become more confident and competent managers of money
 	Overcome fear of or aversion to understanding and managing money
 	Set and achieve financial goals
 	Communicate more effectively with financial professionals
 	Become aware of the enormous potential power of women’s collective philanthropy and its implications
 

Illuminated by anecdotes and true stories from Financial Literacy Project students, Money Order honors the ancient tradition of women passing along wisdom to other women—in the women’s tent, in living rooms, at the playground, and over coffee.

HOW THIS BOOK CAME INTO BEING

Money Order is based on edited transcripts of Womankind Educational and Resource Center’s Financial Literacy Project (FLP) introductory six-week financial management classes. Women accountants, attorneys, auto dealers, bankers, financial planners, insurance agents, mortgage specialists, stockbrokers, and other professionals—who adhere to a strict “no selling” policy—present weekly lectures and answer questions.

Women of all ages, income, and educational levels, from different cultural backgrounds and family situations, learn together. Each brings her unique perspective and experience to class. Students’ stories and experiences are woven liberally into the text of Money Order, as we believe that every student has something to teach as well as to learn.

The FLP is a program of Womankind Educational and Resource Center, Inc., a nonprofit organization incorporated in July 1993 for women in the suburbs west of Boston.

During our first year of operations, Resource Center staff noticed a pattern to the calls that came in: many of the problems for which community women were requesting help had to do, in whole or in part, with money—or, more specifically, with women’s lack of financial know-how.

We began to ask ourselves some hard questions: Why are so many women afraid or unwilling to address money issues? What personal and societal factors hold women back from achieving financial independence? What is the basic financial information that every woman needs to know? And how can we teach ourselves or obtain that knowledge? How can women work together to make positive changes not only in our own lives, but also in the lives of all women?

In October 1995, we assembled a team of talented women to examine some of these questions. The group included a teacher/curriculum specialist, financial adviser, attorney, investment broker, accountant, bookkeeper, real estate broker, retired business executive, at-home mother, development officer, and psychologist. Together, we reviewed existing women’s financial education curricula and print materials. Then, in collaboration with a group of target clients, the team designed the content of a core class of financial education and empowerment for women. Womankind’s Financial Literacy Project offered the first six-week class in March 1996.

Today, volunteer Womankind board members coordinate the local FLP, with assistance from an advisory board of financial experts and community members. Up to twenty students participate in each class. Scholarships are available for all those unable to pay the full tuition. No woman ever is turned away due to inability to pay.

The twelve hours of instruction time are divided into lectures, small group work, and handson problem solving and discussion. Homework is given each week to supplement the classroom time. The course material includes goal setting, assessing net worth, banking, credit, record keeping, major purchases, investing, estate and retirement planning, philanthropy, and topics chosen by the students.

Class graduates are encouraged to continue their financial education by creating new programs. “Designing Your Own Stock Portfolio,” a money support group, a group for women going through divorce, two investment clubs, an in-depth class on estate and retirement planning, and a workshop on organizing paperwork are off-shoots of the FLP.

In the spring of 1997, a family self-sufficiency program in a neighboring town requested the FLP course at its site. Clients numbered more than forty single parents receiving welfare and making the transition back to work. With support from a local foundation and a community bank, Womankind presented the class on-site beginning in October 1997. Two full scholarships and pay differentials enabled two family self-sufficiency clients to be trained as Financial Literacy Project facilitators.

After successfully presenting and evaluating ten six-week classes for 180 women, Womankind offered the first FLP Leaders Training Program in March 1998. Ten women from seven sites in Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Vermont, and Ontario, Canada, attended the three-day session. The Leaders Training prepared these women to develop and teach the Financial Literacy Project classes in their communities.

The Leaders Training Program presented Womankind’s successful strategies for organizing, advertising, and teaching the classes, handling registrations, training for speakers, fund-raising, tailoring curriculum to their individual communities, marketing, and generating income for the nonprofit women’s centers or groups.

Shortly thereafter, Womankind received the first of many requests for on-site training, and for FLP personnel to speak to groups of women and girls at various sites, including women’s centers, high schools and colleges, Girl Scout troops, and various women’s organizations.

CHANGES IN OURSELVES, CHANGES IN OUR FAMILIES

As the first Financial Literacy classes got under way, women reported changes not only within themselves, but also within their families. A few partners or children were suspicious or patronizing; many more were encouraging and supportive.

All of a sudden, my teenage son became very interested in what I was doing: “Mom, why are you learning this money stuff? Are you planning to divorce Dad and leave us or what?”

Many women who expected hostility or indifference were surprised.

By happy coincidence, the car-buying class came the week we needed to buy a new car. I went by myself to the dealership—a first in fifty-five years!—and made such a great bargain that my husband, who had been very skeptical, asked me to buy his next car, too.

We began to see an unanticipated benefit: that for women who live with partners or families, the classes helped to open communication around money in a positive, nonconfrontational way. And in older, or “traditional” families where the man is the breadwinner and the woman is the homemaker, many men expressed great relief.

I was so glad when my wife of thirty years suddenly took an interest in our finances. I guess we both thought dealing with money was somehow unfeminine. Being able to discuss the future openly has taken a huge weight off my shoulders, and has created a whole new dimension in our marriage.

Self-supporting women of all ages, as well as those who have been widowed or divorced, have had to deal with money on their own. But many married middle-class women have not. It is particularly common for women who are not working outside the home, who currently are happily married to well-providing men, to avoid thinking about money.

Most women are a missed heartbeat away from financial insecurity. For a woman, there can be no such thing as complacency, and I think that is the most difficult notion to share.

It’s not true that women can’t deal with money. A lot of us just don’t want to!

A woman may come to the FLP class for a variety of reasons. She may be going through or anticipating a life transition: she is about to have a child, or her last child is graduating; she wants to get off welfare, change careers, or get out of an unhappy marriage; she may be saving to buy a house, pay for college, or plan for her own retirement. Some may have a sister or a friend in a difficult situation, and want to help. Some are experiencing problems themselves, such as:

 	Sophia, twenty-two, now graduating from college with $125,000 in loans and credit card debt.
 	Vicki, a young mother of three, whose husband died suddenly, leaving no life insurance.
 	Miriam, who is trying to get back into the workforce after being disabled for seven years.
 	Lee, who works two jobs and takes sole care of her elderly father with Alzheimer’s disease.
 

Most students say that they take the class to feel more empowered:

It’s our own freedom and welfare we’re looking after.

The times I made a lot of money, I always felt guilty. Somehow, I felt I didn’t deserve it.

Every woman needs to feel confident she can take care of herself!

MONEY ORDER: WHAT’S IN IT, HOW TO USE IT

Money Order presents information about what we consider to be the most important topics every woman needs to know for a well-ordered financial life.

Interspersed with the text and comments from our students and teachers is advice from women—some famous, some not yet famous—and their responses to the questions “What did you learn about money while growing up?” and “What do you think every woman and girl needs to know about money?”

We open with a historical overview of the question “Why do women have such a hard time dealing with money?” Younger readers may be surprised by the answer, unlike their mothers and grandmothers, who had to face many of the obstacles described.

Money Order tells all women why and how to set goals, how to translate those goals into a viable financial plan, and why good record keeping is so important. You will learn how to establish and manage credit, and how to approach major buying decisions. We discuss how to insure both those major purchases as well as your general financial well-being. An introduction to investing is next, followed by an overview of retirement and estate planning. A “hands-on” lesson in negotiation skills precedes an outline of charitable giving and a discussion of how women working together can make positive changes in our communities.

Much of the information will be useful immediately as you begin or continue to take charge of your financial life. Some of the other, more specific topics will be more useful to you later on, as your financial situation and needs change.

We suggest that you begin by reading through the entire book to obtain an overview of what constitutes financial literacy. Then, since so many of the important financial decisions you will make in the future will be informed by the choices you make today, go back and study first the chapters pertinent to your current situation.

Making a commitment to become knowledgeable about money—finally—is a lot like getting your annual Pap smear or going to the dentist—no one wants to do it, but you do it anyway because it is good for you, and because even some knowledge can help prevent serious financial, legal, job-related, and domestic problems.

And, like eating well and getting enough physical exercise, reading and doing the exercises in Money Order is a way of taking care of yourself. Confronting your anxiety about money is not unlike going on a reducing diet. You may have tried and failed many times before. This time it’s going to work. The keys? Your determination and the support and encouragement of other women.

Money Order is different from most books about money in that it is designed to be used by women working and learning together. We strongly encourage you to read the book and do the exercises with a group of women, or at least with one friend. By talking about money with each other, and sharing with each other, you can begin to feel more confident and capable. If you are using the book by yourself, you may find it helpful to share at least some of the exercises with a friend or partner. Our students suggest:

If you think you are going to try to plow through this on your own, stop and think again. It’s so much easier with a group. Together you can make goals, challenge yourselves, hold each other accountable. In our group, sometimes we even give each other rewards for work completed!

We also suggest that you share both your experience and your newfound knowledge with a younger woman—perhaps one of high school age. After all, there’s a good chance she will listen to you rather than to her own mother! As you yourself learn, you can model for her and teach her to become a prudent money manager, to believe in herself, and to understand the importance of taking herself and her financial life seriously.

WE WANT TO HEAR FROM YOU!

As we begin the next edition of Money Order, we really want your feedback. What worked? What did not? What suggestions do you have for improving the book? What would you like other women to know?

We also invite you to bring the Financial Literacy Project to your area. To find out how, please contact us at: Womankind FLP, Box 5365, Wayland, MA 01778, via e-mail to wkerc@ziplink.net, or via our Web site www.womankindflp.org.

Join us on a venture that will change your life—and the lives of women in your community!

—Gail R. Shapiro


Womankind Educational and Resource Center, Inc., is a 501 (c) (3) nonprofit organization, incorporated in July 1993, created by and for women. Our mission is to provide access to resources, advocacy, and support to all women, and to promote opportunities for personal and professional development and mutual assistance. Via our Leaders Training Program, the Financial Literacy Project reaches women in all parts of the United States and Canada. Royalties income from the sale of this book is not sufficient to support our work, and we continue to seek funding from individuals, corporations, and foundations, We gratefully encourage your tax-deductible support. Please send gifts to Womankind, Inc., P.O. Box 5365, Wayland, MA 01778. Thank you!
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Changing the Way Women Think About Money


Contributing Authors:
Barbara R. Honthumb and Gail R. Shapiro

“There is no liberation for women—or anybody else for that matter—without economic independence. If you want control over your life, you have to support yourself.”

—ISABEL ALLENDE, WRITER

WHY DO WOMEN HAVE SUCH A HARD TIME BEING comfortable with money? Why is understanding money literally “the next frontier” for women?

We have been asked, “Why a book just for women? Are men and women really so different when it comes to dealing with money?”

Womankind’s founder and executive director Gail Shapiro answers, “I know plenty of people—men and women—who cannot balance a checkbook. I have yet to hear a man giggle about it!”

The point is that our culture expects men to be knowledgeable about and “good with” money—whether they actually are or not—and does not have a similar expectation of women. This societal expectation is not men’s fault. It is not necessarily a conspiracy against women, but rather a reflection of a male value system. In our culture, money has not been women’s traditional area of expertise—so it is not surprising that many of us have been uncomfortable with or afraid of what we do not understand.

It’s about time we got comfortable.

Let’s begin with how this value system came to be, why it is prevalent today, and how we can respond in a way that benefits both women and men.

THE ROOTS OF THE SYSTEM

From the beginning of time, men’s and women’s roles were very different. Women bore and raised the children, prepared the food, spun yarn and wove cloth for clothing, tended the elderly and the infirm, and literally kept the home fires burning. Men were the hunters, brought home the food, and, being bigger and stronger, offered security and protection from predators. We could not have survived without each successfully filling our respective roles. This even exchange worked quite well for millennia, until the Industrial Revolution began to blur the biological-based differences between women’s and men’s work.

In the introductory chapter of her landmark book, If Women Counted: A New Feminist Economics,1 New Zealand economist and former member of Parliament Marilyn Waring explores the basis of Western economics. At the root of our financial system is a very basic bias, indicates Waring. Work that is done directly to produce things needed for the everyday care and feeding of families, raising children, and so forth generally is unpaid work, while work that is done to produce “tokens” that can be used to obtain things needed for the everyday care and feeding of families is generally paid work.

Simply put, for centuries, women were not accustomed to being compensated for our work. If compensation was involved, the work then became the province of men. Conversely, if a woman was compensated for her work, it was because she had entered the traditional province of men.

We can look to the economics of health care for an example. Through much of the history of civilization, women took care of the health needs of each other and our families. Wise women and midwives attended to the sick and laboring, and saw to basic preventive care. With the rise of the scientific method and the evolution of Western culture, men became the “owners” of knowledge and the dispensers of scientific medicine. These wise women were then labeled witches, midwives were replaced by obstetricians, and the work that once was simply a part of the fabric of women’s life became the source of financial gain—big gain in many cases.

Despite the Oxford English Dictionary’s description of labor as “the pains and effort of childbirth: travail,” the woman in labor—the reproducer, sustainer, and nurturer of human life—does not “produce” anything. Similarly, all the other reproductive work that women do is widely viewed as unproductive … yet the satisfaction of basic needs to sustain human society is fundamental to the economic system. By this failure to acknowledge the primacy of reproduction, the male face of economics is fatally flawed.2

The social exchange of services, which is the giving and receiving of services within social networks of relatives, friends, neighbors, and acquaintances, is also regarded as economically unimportant and remains unacknowledged.3

Given Waring’s examples above, it is easy to see why women might not like, or might be uncomfortable dealing with, money: money has relatively little historical connection to the labor and lives of women. In fact, economic structure pretty much removes women, and the very things women value most, from the financial equation.

Since the Industrial Revolution, we have lost much understanding of our own value to ourselves and to society. By the nineteenth century, as work became more industrialized, women’s lives became easier, but at the same time, our work became less critical for basic survival.

We can look at the way women have tried to reclaim meaningful work during the past several decades as a continuum of less-than-successful experiments. We kept house with a vengeance in the fifties, questioned it all in the sixties, tried to do it all in the seventies and eighties, and began reexamining and redefining the meaning of success in the nineties.

Many older women grew up feeling that they had no choices. Their roles were defined: until the middle of the twentieth century, most women either married and had children, or worked in one of the few jobs “appropriate” for women: nurse, teacher, secretary, waitress, or librarian.

The necessity for women in the labor force during World War II lured women out of the kitchen and into factories, munitions plants, and construction crews. Popular opinion and the media gave support and credibility to these strong, patriotic women, who filled in for our brave boys overseas. Writing in 1943, Nell Giles says:

As more men go off to war, more women must take their places. This we all know. The career girl has a better choice of top-of-the-ladder jobs than ever before. She can squeeze into places where position and money, to this time, belonged only to men.4

Working gave women not only a new sense of purpose, but also newly found self-esteem. Giles comments:

It is good to see an improvement in the appearance of the girls who are making money for the first time in their lives … a pay check of one’s own helps.5

When the war ended, soldiers returned home, wanting and expecting their jobs back. Suddenly, it became “unfeminine” for women to work outside the home. Women’s magazines began publishing articles by experts on the benefits to the family of the stay-at-home wife and mother. “More Babies—More Fun!” and “Find Your Community Work” encouraged women to focus on the domestic front.

Today, as a hundred years ago, a good wife must be a competent homemaker…. Just as it remains basically the husband’s responsibility to earn the living, it remains basically the wife’s responsibility to run the home. It is to be hoped that, as her grandmother did, she recognizes her responsibility.6

Some advice on how to be a “good wife,” circa 1950:

Do not regard him as a kitchen helper, errand boy or handy man … if he offers to dry the dishes, thank him for the favor, rather than regard it as your right. Indulge his whims when possible, even when they seem foolish to you…. Bringing up children is never an easy assignment, but the rewards are great. If your situation demands bringing up father, too, the problem is increased—but so are the incentives.7

Our models of virtuous womanhood—June Cleaver, Donna Reed, Harriet Nelson—came from television, which began to shape the opinions and beliefs of most American families. We watched TV and saw cleaner floors, lighter cakes, brighter wash, and fresher breath. We saw polite children, handsome husbands, and women content to keep everyone else happy.

Then came Simone de Beauvoir, Betty Friedan, Doris Lessing, Adrienne Rich, and others who wrote about the reality of women’s lives, telling the truth as they saw it. We heard that women were being “held down by a patriarchal society,” our potential limited by society’s beliefs and expectations.

No wonder women—and men—were confused.

The sixties, a tidal wave of change, washed away old values, ideas, and limitations. We raised our consciousness, fought for women’s right to control our own lives, entered college and the workforce in record numbers, and delayed or omitted marriage and childbearing.

Nearly forty years later, we still are struggling to find new roles, new beliefs, and new definitions of the most important elements in our lives: work and family, creativity and spirituality. We are testing new models of combining these components in a way that satisfies us and benefits women, men, families, and communities.

Overall, women today have more options. But the reality is that difficult barriers still exist for women, particularly women of color, low-income women, and women with disabilities. The laws and policies created in the past forty years signal a shift in society’s beliefs. Behavior change will follow, but it may be slow.

WHERE YOU ARE IN YOUR LIFE INFORMS YOUR CHOICES

A young woman today has a full range of career and family choices. She is growing up seeing mothers who work, mothers who stay home, women on their own. If she is a careful and critical observer, as most young women tend to be, she can see and evaluate the pitfalls and advantages of these options.

I don’t want to end up struggling like my mom, who is raising four of us all by herself. Maybe I’ll decide to get married, but right now I’m studying hard. I want to get good grades, so I can go to college and become a veterinarian.

A young woman has one advantage over her mother: the evolved societal expectation that she be capable of taking care of herself! She may prefer a single life. Or she may choose a partner with whom she divides the breadwinning/homemaking duties according to the couple’s own liking, rather than societal standards. In either case, today’s young woman is expected to be self-reliant.

Every one of my friends expects to be able to take care of herself. We want to have the freedom to be independent, and to have a career. But most of us also dream of having the perfect family. Growing up, it never crossed my mind to expect a husband to take care of me. It simply wasn’t an option. Not until I got older did I realize that this wasn’t always the case for women.

These young women’s mothers and grandmothers, born in the first half of the twentieth century, now have more options than ever before. Some are exuberant about this freedom. Some are scared. Some feel unprepared. Many are bewildered: someone changed the rules in the middle of the game.

I grew up thinking, “You finish high school, you marry, you have kids, a man takes care of you, you’re set for life.” I was not a stupid kid. That was just what I heard. My sister, who’s only four years younger, heard a different message: “You get an education, you get a job, you learn to take care of yourself, and then maybe you get married later on.” Same background, same parents. What was different? The times.

Somewhere in the back of our heads, even though we know it’s not true, we want to believe that someone else—a husband, a father, the government—should be taking care of us. I think maybe it’s biological—you know, women are programmed to take care of our young, while someone provides for us. Even if that’s true, it isn’t too realistic today.

While it’s true that younger women have a wider range of options, older women have the self-knowledge and experience to choose their path more wisely. Women at every age and life stage can begin to turn dreams into reality, to create a full and meaningful life. It’s not too soon, or too late! As you will read in chapter 2, an important first step is to understand what it is you value.

Which brings us back to the question, “What is it that women value?”

In her important book Beyond Power, Marilyn French attempts an answer:

Our morality manifests itself in our choices, how we live, to what we devote our time and money, the kinds of friends we make, the way we spend our leisure.8

In Women’s Reality, Anne Wilson Schaef echoes this thought:

When I am lying on my deathbed, I think I will look back on the relationships I have had and the connections I have made. These will be the things I consider most important. It will not matter whether I have built a bridge, or written a book, or had a university named after me. I will cherish the lives I have touched and those persons whose lives have touched mine.9

How powerfully these quotations typify the values of most women!

From talking with our students, and living our lives, we believe that what is most important to most women are our personal relationships with friends and family.

Placing such value on building and maintaining relationships—the “nonproductive” world—is what keeps most women willing to drop in and out of our jobs and careers—the “productive” world—when we perceive that our families need us. Our students speak:

I left my job—only two years from retirement age, when I would have received full pension—because my dear mother needed full-time care, and I was the only one of her children who could give it. I read recently that the value of a long-term caregiver is about $650,000 a year if you add up the cost of all the roles she plays: nurse, cook, housekeeper, personal caregiver. It was hard work, but no amount of money could equal the satisfaction and peace I felt. I am so grateful that I could be the one to comfort Mom and help her through her final months.

Recently, I got divorced and reentered the workforce for the first time in ten years. My main goal was to find a job that would allow me to be home after school for my kids. Working part time means lower salary, no benefits, and giving up my chances for career advancement—at least for now. But I am raising my kids myself, and I want to do it well.

Managing our money is an activity that competes for our “free” or nonpaid time and it competes with the very things that we value—spending time with our families and friends. So we choose to put off learning about the stock market or how much we should be putting away for retirement, and instead spend our time taking the kids to their soccer matches, or going out with friends.

I spend a considerable part of my time producing unpaid work—nurturing my family and relationships. Because this is where I choose to spend my time, it also is a reflection of what I value.

So, the important question is: How can we develop a women’s system—a system that fits into our lifework—for becoming and remaining financially responsible? While supporting our primary value of relationship, can we develop a way to stay clear and conscious of our need to be fiscally responsible?

We know what can happen if we do not.

Reluctance to think about or take responsibility for our own financial well-being may lead to bad financial decisions, lost opportunities, being taken advantage of at work or at home or during a divorce or other legal action. If we haven’t experienced this ourselves, we surely know someone who has been adversely affected.

As thousands of women in this country and worldwide know all too well, economic dependence equals vulnerability. No woman should be stuck in a bad relationship because she has no other viable option for herself or her children. And some women choose to stay in bad relationships because they simply cannot conceive of supporting themselves.

When you have your own money, you can love freely.

The number of women earning our own incomes has tripled in the past thirty years, but we have a lot of catching up to do. Although the wage gap between men and women is closing when we adjust the figures for education and years of work experience, on average, women still earn only 76 cents for every dollar men earn; 55 cents for unskilled workers, and 50 cents for executives. For women past traditional workforce age, the numbers are just as frightening: the average income for U.S. women older than sixty-five is just $8,200—including Social Security!

The problems of gender-based inequity are enormous, and affect women of all backgrounds and income levels. Because so many women drop in and out of the workforce to raise families or care for aging parents, we often are not adequately protected by traditional pension plans or even by Social Security. Women working at low-paying jobs—even those working a full forty-hour week—may not have decent child care and adequate, affordable health care. In more affluent households, most women would find it difficult to maintain the family’s economic status on her income alone.

Fully 90 percent of women currently supported by someone else—parents, partner, or the government—will, at some point, be handling finances on their own.

Many women take pleasure in the status that a well-providing husband or partner provides. Even the most independent woman can fall subconsciously into the more-common-than-you-might-think mind-set of marital complacency: “Well, now I have a husband to lean on so I don’t have to work as hard.”

Writing in 1981, Colette Dowling asserted in The Cinderella Complex: “The deep wish to be taken care of by others is the chief force holding women down.”10 This wish may be just as common—although better disguised—among women today. Dreams of the intimacy and protection that marriage brings are not always fully realized: ultimately, you yourself are responsible for your own happiness. Women who have come to this realization the hard way say:

It is a horrible feeling to be financially dependent on someone you neither love nor trust. The fact that he has power over you makes you have to listen to crap even when you know that’s all it is. When someone else is paying for your food, your clothes, your rent, and your health care, you are at his mercy.

I’m learning to live in the NOW-—and not to blame my partner or anyone else for my “foot dragging.”

I took the FLP class to learn to become a “financial grown-up.” I no longer expect to be “parented” about money.

I really like having my own money. I never want to have to account to anyone as to how I spend it.

The only way some of us will be able to begin to take charge of our money is to stop thinking about it as a “male thing” and just do it.

My son said to me, “Mom, you manage other people’s finances all day long. Why do you have such a hard time doing ours?” That really made me stop and think. It’s not interesting to manage your own money. Managing other people’s is satisfying, because I’m helping them.

We also need to recognize the possible hidden benefits we may derive from our reluctance to deal with money.

I think we need to give ourselves permission to recognize and accept that reluctance, even as we struggle to grow past it. Whether we want to admit it or not, historically, there has been a premium placed on girls and women looking dumb. What’s really behind “If I’m good at math the boys won’t like me”? That if we show that we are competent, we will not be able to attract a partner: no one will want us. A pretty reasonable fear—we all want to be loved and wanted. And if we appear to be “too ignorant” to manage the household money—a tedious chore—then someone else will have to do it for us. This ploy is not too different from that of the man who “misses” spots when he washes dishes or vacuums, or who “forgets” to change the baby’s diapers.

THE MEANING OF MONEY 

For most women, paid work and money itself have to have some meaning beyond just taking care of one’s self. Money in and of itself is abstract.

I finally understood that for me, the only reason I wanted to make money was to be able to help others. But to be able to do so, I needed to be financially secure first. It’s kind of like being on an airplane, where they tell you to put on your own oxygen mask first before trying to assist anyone else.

Learning how to make intelligent, informed decisions about family finances has set a great example for my child. It’s very hard to teach our children about the value of money unless we value it and know how to use it ourselves.

Shared work often is a bond among women, creating a sense of belonging. Today’s baby-sitting co-ops and food co-ops mirror the quilting bees of yesterday. Among some groups of women, bartering for their most basic needs is a way of life—and a very concrete way to deal with money.

We have such a wide range of attitudes about money. We may feel that if only we had more or spent more wisely we’d be happier and more fulfilled. Or we may feel that it is somehow “unholy” to make or like money.

My sister and I often wonder how it is that we both have worked in nonprofit organizations our whole lives, while our brothers always have worked in the for-profit world.

For many women, money is just not high enough on the priority list. Men probably value clean clothes, but not enough to do the laundry!

To begin the process of change, we have to “morph” what money means. Money cannot just be a token—an abstract thing that is going to take care of me someday—nor can it be an end in itself, as many men tend to view it. We need to make money relevant to that which we value in life. For many of us, this means we may have to put handling our finances into a relationship context.

One idea that comes to mind is freedom. Freedom from: bad relationships, unnecessary dependency, and abuse. Freedom to: control our own lives, choices, destiny, and so on.

ASSIGNING VALUE TO “WOMEN’S WORK”

Consider all the work we do at home. We carry and care for children; shop for and prepare meals, wash dishes, clothes, and floors; buy clothing and household goods; chauffeur children, care for pets, buy gifts, entertain family and friends, tend the ill, hire repair people, volunteer at school. Whew! My neighbor told me that to hire people to do the work of one homemaker would cost at least $400,000 a year! And we never get to retire!

Women need to be aware that everything we do—not only our jobs, but housework, errands, child rearing—has economic value. If we are part of a couple, for example, both partners should recognize that the one who takes time out from a paid position to care for a child or elderly parent is making a contribution to the family that not only reflects the couple’s values, but also has real monetary worth.

And collectively we need to recognize and claim that all of women’s work has value. Much of what we do is extraordinarily valuable, but it has never been assigned a monetary value by our society.

If you ask most men to define “success,” as in “So-and-so is very successful,” they often mean, “He or she has or makes a lot of money, or has risen to the top of the pyramid.”

What is a woman’s definition of success? An excellent question!

We already may be wildly successful—in a way that’s not recognized now by the culture at large.

Our culture long has fused being successful and being financially wealthy. It is up to women to “defuse” the two, to split them into two separate entities, which may or may not co-exist. To “defuse,” we must recognize and claim the financial power and the energy—by first removing the fear and the mystique.

One definition of “successful” is having meaningful interchange with people you care about and love. Having a fat bank account is great. But having someone with whom to share your life, children who are happy and healthy, and/or friends you trust and enjoy—these are what drive most women and what we define as “success.”

It is up to each of us to define success for ourselves—and not to be driven by others’ expectations or what we perceive to be societal norms.

The women’s movement was supposed to give us choices—not demand that we do it all ourselves!

We don’t have to have a great career while we are raising kids. We can choose to have kids first, or have a job first, do only one or the other, maybe even balance both—if we have a lot of support. Regardless of how we choose to combine work and family, we are making a meaningful economic contribution. We need to think about our economic lives as a continuum. It is common for both men and women nowadays to have three or four separate “careers” throughout the life span. They may be sequential or they may be interwoven.

I love my job, and I have to admit, I’m pretty good at what I do. I love the intellectual stimulation, the way it allows me to grow and develop my talents and skills. Of course I love my kids, but at this stage in their lives, I don’t get the same reward as I get from work.

When push came to shove, I left the job of my dreams because my kids couldn’t deal with the long hours and the travel. The kids are grown up now, and I have another great job. I’m not one bit sorry for the choice I made.

Some of us bought the idea that being expected, and able, to do everything made us superior to men—definitely not a good way to foster equality or build lasting relationships!

For a while there, self-actualization for women looked a lot like being men. We thought “it” would come from climbing the corporate ladder, getting good jobs, and getting money; then found we weren’t satisfied at all.

We didn’t have a great time being women, when being a woman was defined by the standards of men.

Women who entered the workplace in the past thirty years are brave women, who, like Joan of Arc, sometimes had to be willing to hide who they are and move in the alien world of men.

During the past thirty or forty years, we have battled through—trying to come up with a new definition of what a successful woman is and does in both monetary and nonmonetary ways, one that works for us and for society.

REDEFINING OURSELVES

As we enter a new century and a new millennium, we have an exciting opportunity to redefine ourselves totally, as long as we continue to give ourselves the right to do so.

As we learn to deal with, understand, honor, and even like managing our money, we are learning that women’s route to strength and power is not by becoming men, but by reclaiming our unique feminine strengths. Because we spend so much time nurturing relationships, it is imperative that the time we do spend managing our money be spent efficiently and well. We need to understand and respect the importance of getting the most from the financial resources available to us.

And, as we begin to embrace this new way of looking at money, we will begin to demonstrate new confidence. Those of us in relationships with men will find ways to communicate this knowledge to our partners. We expect all men of goodwill to realize that women entering into the financial area—traditionally the territory of men—not only is not a threat, it is a relief. We can assure our partners that now “You don’t have to do it all, you don’t have to be good at it, you don’t have to like it, you don’t even have to pretend to like it.”

Real change will happen only when men begin to cut into “women’s work”—when they want to start being more caring and nurturing, when it becomes acceptable and respectable for them to take care of home and hearth. It’s beginning to happen.

As our student points out above, as women learn to navigate financial waters, we can invite men to continue to enter what traditionally has been the province of women: to spend time nurturing relationships, caring for children and elders, making our homes peaceful and supportive. We invite men to remember birthdays and anniversaries and their children’s teacher’s names; to learn to listen empathically without having to fix what’s bothering us; to know that if they can use a computer, they can run a washing machine, with no slight to their masculinity.

A more egalitarian approach to money helps build individual relationships, so both partners may prosper economically and spiritually. When we share responsibility for money, our partner’s burden is lessened, and both men and women benefit. And such an approach also benefits society.

By learning to move in each other’s world, we make room for every person—man, woman, child—to be free to be who they truly are. What a revolutionary idea!
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“Learn to evaluate your success by the balance you achieve in your life. Over the years, I have found that everything seems to work out better if you have your personal life priorities in the proper order.”

—MARY KAY ASH, FOUNDER, MARY KAY INC.

WHERE DO YOU WANT TO BE? WHAT DO YOU WANT to be doing? And how are you going to get there? Creating a plan for your life means making choices, defining goals, and dreaming dreams. And for those dreams that have a monetary cost, you also must figure out a way to pay for them!

EXPLORING VALUES AND DREAMS

Many of us are not living the life we want because we don’t know what it is we want! We may have only a vague notion of what would make us content.

When I was a girl, my heart’s desire was to be an actress. I used to round up kids and put on shows for the neighbors. I starred in the senior play, and dreamed of being famous. What happened? Instead of following my bliss, I followed my boyfriend to San Francisco.

We may blame our dissatisfaction on the wrong partner, or the absence of a partner; the wrong job, or not having a job; troubles with children, or not being able to conceive a child; our bodies, our family history, economic status, or a physical limitation. Or we may feel guilty, because we think we “have it all,” and still are not content.

I used to read those self-help books all the time—you know, the kind that say you can be anything you want. Sometimes they help me to dream a little, but then the baby wakes up cranky, and my toddler turns over the goldfish bowl and my husband comes home hungry. What’s the point?

The huge popularity of soap operas, movies, and romance novels underscores the need for so many of us to escape, even for a little while, from the reality of our lives. But once a woman understands that she always has a choice to change that reality, she will begin to feel more powerful.

I lived with a mean man for seven years. I couldn’t leave. What turned my life around was a friend who helped me see that I was choosing to stay with him—for right now—because the kids and I depended on his income. At age thirty-two, I finished my GED, then got trained as a paralegal. I was able to get a job right away. By then the kids were in school all day, and I could afford an apartment of my own.

One reason so many of us don’t know what we want is that we believe that we don’t have a right to want anything for ourselves. We take care of children, partners, parents, bosses, houses, cars, pets, friends—everyone but ourselves. Do we have a right to want? YOU BET WE DO!

Even a woman facing seemingly impossible obstacles can begin to make choices, which will help her design a better life.

I’ve been legally blind since birth. My parents always told me that I’d just have to try a little harder. Since I can’t drive, I will be moving to the city when I graduate. I will be starting my dream job in the fall—as a studio musician, a backup singer for a company that produces commercials. I’m so excited!

Believe it or not, I was seventy-two years old on my last birthday, and I just learned how to write a check! My husband is an accountant, and he always took care of all the money. He had a stroke a while back. While I am lucky to have him at home with me, he cannot write anymore. He wanted me to leave everything to our son and the financial adviser, but I figured, “I can do this.” I am learning about our family finances as fast as I can.

After twelve years of trying to have a baby, my partner and I finally decided that it was more important to be parents than it was to have our own biological child. Just last month we brought home our beautiful, seven-month-old daughter. She is the joy of our lives. Now we just long for a little quiet time!

YOUR DREAMS REFLECT YOUR INDIVIDUALITY

For many women, the key missing piece in an otherwise pretty happy life is economic freedom. Others struggle with problems and issues that money can’t solve.

My mother always told me, “There are two kinds of problems in the world: the ones you can throw money at, and the ones you can’t.” That advice still helps to keep things in perspective, even during the times when I’ve been really blue.

A first step is to sort out what can be accomplished with money, and what can’t. You can do this exercise on your own, or work with a partner. Start by thinking about what you value. What is important to you? Who or what gives your life meaning? If you work with someone else, you can interview each other and write down what you say.

Health, family, self-respect, compassion for others, religion, freedom, wisdom, safety, time for myself!

Just my cat and my music.

My family is very important to me, and so is my church. I value honesty and trust, and I always try to do good in the world.

I value:
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Next, ask what do you need for survival? What do you need to feel secure?

Food, clothing, shelter, the basics.

I really need a vacation right now.

I need to be able to make a living with my hands. I design and make quilts, and have supported myself for years.

I need:
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What do you want? Anything that you strongly desire, but that is not absolutely essential for your basic well-being, is a want.

I want someone to cook meals for me, fashionable new clothes, a house in the mountains.

I need a vacation. I’m totally burned out. I want two weeks in Hawaii, but I’d settle for a week alone in the house.

I want to become a world-famous quilt maker.

I want:
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The needs and wants you have just listed are your goals. Describe each one in detail, using complete sentences: “I need … ,” “I want …”
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Now imagine yourself attaining these goals. Try one at a time if the exercise is difficult.

I can see myself lying on the beach in Hawaii. The sun is warm, the breeze is gentle. I look great in my bikini, and a cute waiter is bringing me a tray of little sandwiches and a big drink in a pineapple.

Are there any obstacles that are keeping you from meeting your goals? If so, what are they? A very important part of the process is thinking through what may be blocking you. You may be surprised to discover that lack of money, education, or opportunity isn’t the only obstacle.

All my friends back home are so jealous! My boss refuses to give me a raise—she thinks I don’t need the money if I can afford a Hawaiian vacation. My sister is mad because I was supposed to baby-sit her kids last weekend. My mother is furious because she’s always wanted to go to Hawaii and I didn’t take her.

Obstacles I face:
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Facing imaginary obstacles can help you push past them, or help you decide to make a different choice. Once you are clear about at least one thing you want, the next step is to create objectives and strategies to meet that goal.

When I first separated from my husband, I went to see a financial planner. She asked me, “What are your goals?” I had no idea. I just laughed: “To feed my kids, I guess.” She helped me to figure out that I should stay in the house to keep the kids in the same school, and that I had to go back to work. I needed to buy the house from my husband, but didn’t have the money. I made a plan. I followed all the steps I mapped out, and amazed myself by accomplishing my goals in less than three years.

Commit yourself to following the plan you have created. Be prepared with new goals when you reach your original targets!

In the same month, I finished my college degree, turned forty, and my divorce became final. After the initial elation, I got so depressed, because I had reached all my goals! It took a while before I could figure out what I wanted to do next!

Following is a list detailing how one young woman plans to reach her goals. If you feel as though you’ve been “drifting,” or that your life has been a series of random events, then using this method may help you gain a measure of control over your life.

CREATING A PLAN TO MEET YOUR GOALS

1. Thinking about your values, desires, responsibilities, and hopes creates a “mission statement” for your life. If you are more of a visual or process-oriented person, perhaps you might try drawing or painting your mission statement first. If you have trouble, try doing this step after Step 2. A mission statement is expressed as a “dream to be made true,” or a “pie in the sky” paragraph about your calling or purpose.

Jo, a college senior, says, “My family and friendships are important to me, and I will continue to nurture these relationships. After finishing college, I will use and express my love for travel, languages, and music through my work, which will be meaningful and well-paying. I will become famous, at least in my city, and hope someday to hold a public office.”

2. List the goals that, when reached, will make your dreams come true, best reflect your most important values, and fulfill current or anticipated responsibilities. The primary difference between a goal and a mission is that a goal is measurable; that is, you can tell when you have achieved it.

Jo’s Goal 1: “To graduate from college in May with honors.”

Note the difference between Jo’s statement “after finishing college” and the specific and measurable goal just stated. It is, of course, possible to partially reach a goal: she could graduate on time, but not with honors, she could graduate in August, after having to take a summer school class.

Jo’s Goal 2: “To find a music-related job located in Paris.”

Again, specific and measurable. She either will find a music-related job in Paris or not.

3. Now create the objectives that will enable you to reach your goals. This is easy, and fun. An objective always is stated in terms of who will do what by when.

Objective: “By March 20, I will go to the college library and the local bookstore to see what books are available about jobs overseas.” (If you are a very orderly type, you may want to label this “Objective 2.1,” i.e., the first objective to meet Goal 2.)

Objective (2.2): “By March 30, I will have read at least two of the books I found.”

Objective (2.3): “By April 10, Anna [her room-mate] will take me to lunch to meet her uncle, the French ambassador.”

Objective (2.4): “I will create and post an e-mail message describing the type of job I want to fifteen different lists by April 10.”

4. By now, you may be wondering what all this has to do with Financial Literacy. Each objective can be met by a number of strategies, each of which can be quantified in terms of resources (time, money, people) needed to achieve the strategy.

Strategy 2.31 (first strategy to reach Objective 3 to reach Goal 2): “By March 1, I will convince Anna to call her uncle, even though she doesn’t like him.”

Resources needed: three hours to persuade her, $20 to buy her the latest CD.

Strategy 2.32: “By March 15, I will buy a new dress to wear to lunch with Anna’s uncle.”

Resources needed: Four hours (at least two two-hour trips to the mall), $90 for a two-piece coordinated outfit, Toni to come shopping with her.

5. Don’t get discouraged by the level of detail needed. Remember, the more graphically you can picture or describe your goals and the steps to reach them, the easier it will be to do so! You do not have to do this entire exercise in just one session. Take a weekend, a week, or several months. Also, by the time you are done with all of your goals, your first objectives already may be accomplished. You will want to update them. It is very helpful to have a “planning buddy,” someone with whom you can check in on a regular basis. You can be her “buddy,” too, or you may want to start a “success group,” at which members help each other review and accomplish their goals.

6. When you have completed your “first pass,” you will have the core of a financial plan.

Jo now knows that to meet her objective (2.3) to get Anna to take her to lunch with Anna’s uncle, it will cost her $110 and seven hours of her time.

You will have, in writing or in pictures, a record of how much money you need, and when you need it, as well as how long it will take you to accomplish your goals. Chances are pretty good that you also will have a detailed plan for how to get the resources that you need.
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