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Introduction

Why Women? What Decisions?

Follow your dream . . . take one step at a time and don’t settle for less, just continue to climb.

—AMANDA BRADLEY



We are entering the new millennium—women today are more educated, more well paid and more in control of their lives than their mothers and forebearers ever were. Surely these are capable women who know how to make their own decisions. They are single parents, corporate executives or working professionals who are technologically savvy, informed and media aware. Why should they need a book about making decisions?

In years of psychotherapy practice, teaching, leading workshops and lecturing, and watching family and friends, I have seen many people of both genders struggle with decisions. Even the most educated and aware men and women often hesitate when making both long-term and  short-term decisions, and many more are very uncomfortable being decisive at all.

Much has been written about the pressures put on men, leading to stress, burnout, heart attacks and other physical and emotional problems. Less is heard about how difficult decision making can be for today’s women.

With new technology and conveniences, life is lived at a faster pace than it was for previous generations and it is much more complex than it was for our grandparents, or even our parents.

For example, a generation ago, most women married at a younger age and began the role of stay-at-home mother. Today, cultural expectations and medical advances enable women to have healthy children at a much older age. Therefore, today’s women face a myriad of questions: Do I wait to have children and focus on my career? If I do have children, do I choose daycare or do I quit my job to care for them?

More equality exists within marriages today so that decisions concerning child rearing, education and finances require input from both husbands and wives. “How much discipline is necessary?” “How do we protect our children from violence and adult information on television, in movies and on the Internet?” Single women without children also face choices most of our grandmothers and mothers didn’t face. “Do I stay at a comfortable yet boring job that pays my bills or do I take a chance and start my own business?”

Many of these decisions would have been incomprehensible thirty years ago, and in every aspect of our lives (home, work, family, friends, entertainment, school) we face the same sort of necessary decisions.

The freedom that we enjoy, compared to women of the past, has also left us with much more decision-making responsibility. The many women who attend my lectures and workshops and those who are clients in my private practice express over and over how stressed they are by the decisions they must make.

More control, and therefore more responsibility, is in women’s hands today than ever before, and no matter how competent and well-educated, no matter how successful a woman is, she may not feel secure that she knows the right decisions for herself. Many women hesitate to make a decision because they don’t want to make a mistake, and with good reason.

Young women, just starting out on a career with little life experience beyond schooling, can feel pressured by expectations that they should be “Superwomen” ready to take on the world. They feel they must be computer and Internet savvy, competent in their new career and self-assured in all their decisions.

In our more individualistic society, a woman may be raising her family as a single parent; she may be isolated in a business career still mostly dominated by men; or she may have moved halfway across the country, miles from family and childhood friendships. Such women are separated from the old-style extended family support networks that used to give advice and feedback.

In addition, today’s technology changes so fast, and expectations and mores are so different from previous generations, that feedback, if we receive it, may be virtually meaningless in the context of our postmodern lives.  For example, women with careers may not be able to get the kind of advice they need from their mothers, aunts and other older women who may not have worked. Men who have had careers may offer advice that misses the point because it comes from their male experience and does not account for the importance a woman may place on family, relationships or security. Women from lower socio-economic levels who work very hard to get a college education may receive hostile responses from family and childhood friends, such as, “You think you’re so much better than we are.”

Often women don’t make more effective decisions because they don’t realize they have to! It’s a case of not seeing the forest for the trees. Young women who are overwhelmed by the numerous daily decisions they have to make can easily forget to plan for the future. Raised by families whose expectations for girls may be old-fashioned, and in an educational system whose methods may lag behind the demands of society, young women are often not given the skills they need to be decisive and plan ahead. Instead women often drift along until a crisis occurs, at which time it’s often too late to do anything but solve problems.

You don’t have to fall into this trap. Intuitive hunches are not sufficient for organizing a demanding life. Guesses are not good enough to determine where you’ll live, whether you’ll work or not, and what your standard of living will be. This problem often does not appear significant until age thirty. At that point, however, you may begin to suspect you haven’t made enough conscious and effective decisions to maximize your life opportunities.




CULTURAL BIAS 

If you feel confused or unsure about the decisions you have made or need to make, you are not alone. Women often have not been praised for using the power of decision making; in fact, when women such as Oprah Winfrey, Barbra Streisand or First Lady Hillary Rodham Clinton stretch beyond their “acceptable” roles such as talk-show host, actress or wife, and make smart business or political decisions, they are often criticized. The message? Women who “overstep” their bounds are disagreeable and shrewish. Whether you are aware of it or not, this bias may make you reluctant to be decisive and can hamper your learning how to make decisions effectively.

This attitude and cultural bias can keep you stuck in three ways:1. Lack of decision-making expertise. Confidence comes with knowledge and experience, and if you have been discouraged from making decisions on your own, when you need to make an important or sudden decision you may feel completely unprepared. If you lack an adequate support system of wise friends or family members who can discuss problems and issues with you, it is much more difficult to feel secure in your own mind. If you believe women are not supposed to be decisive and rational thinkers, you may lack the information you need to make good decisions, including information about yourself. While it can be helpful if you have learned to see yourself and your life in emotional and intuitive terms, it is not sufficient to replace effective decision making. Women with this outlook often display distaste at the idea of having good judgment and intellectual clarity, dismissing it as “cold” and “unfeeling.” Without the ability to see yourself unemotionally and rationally, you won’t accurately see or acknowledge your real limits and strengths, and you’ll have trouble distinguishing the difference between reality and your wishes. To the extent that this is your problem, the decisions you make will be unsuited or unrealistic for your abilities and can set you up for failure. If you don’t understand from experience that decision making includes experimentation and learning from mistakes, you’ll become discouraged and more convinced that decision making is not for you.


2. Making feelings more important than decisions.  Today’s society is the beneficiary of 100 years of psychotherapy. Its influence has encouraged the current generation to place a high value upon emotional understanding, open communication and getting in touch with our feelings. Unfortunately, placing too much emphasis on how we feel can get in the way of making clear-cut decisions. It’s possible to get stuck in helplessness, encouraged by the current climate of victimization, which seems to maintain that you can’t move forward until you work through years of “recovery.” Even a therapist may focus so much on your feelings that you don’t learn the necessary skills to be decisive. Of course your feelings are important, and we would never recommend that you ignore them, but the ability to put feelings aside, think clearly and rationally, and often even go against what feels good is essential to making sound decisions. Men have often been criticized for being too  unemotional and logical, but they are usually considered capable of making good decisions. It is both possible and desirable to create a balance between emotional reaction and responses and rational, objective decision making.
3. Being intuitive, not decisive. Even in today’s supposedly enlightened atmosphere, women are still considered the keepers of warmth and connectedness in the culture. We are encouraged to honor our feelings and other right-brain, intuitive and emotional processes but not to balance it with solid, left-brain, rational thinking processes. While intuition and spiritual philosophy can be very enjoyable and lend deeper meaning to your life, they are not very compatible with the concrete decision-making skills and practical thinking you need to make thought-out, rational and farseeing decisions. All great thinkers have hunches and flashes of insight, but great decisions are made only when those hunches are checked for accuracy. You need self-empowering, reality-based ideas to make the decisions necessary to take responsibility for yourself, and to develop self-control.


“Our passions, when well exercised, have wisdom; they guide our thinking, our values, our survival,” writes Dr. Daniel Goleman in his bestseller, Emotional Intelligence.  “But they can easily go awry, and do so all too often.” It is very possible, and highly desirable, to be decisive as well as intuitive, rational as well as emotionally aware. The woman who learns to develop these skills has gained a priceless tool for creating a successful life. As most women have spent most of their lives developing their emotional side, it is time to focus on the rational—the ability to decide.




HOW TO BENEFIT FROM THE EXPERIENCE OF OTHER WOMEN 

Although the quality of your later years will depend largely on the decisions you make today, you don’t have to reinvent the wheel. The experience of other women, who blazed many of the same trails you will travel, can be very useful. This book is an opportunity to look into other women’s lives to see the decisions they made before forty—good and bad—and the results. Out of their personal experiences comes “The 10 Smartest Decisions” you can make to create a life for yourself that is full of loving and supportive affiliations and a reliable road to financial security, whatever your background, education or history.




THE TOP 10: GOOD DECISIONS AND THE POWER TO MAKE THEM 

Look around you. Some of your friends and colleagues are living happy lives, with relative financial security, good relationships and friendships, and promising futures. They appear contented with their lives, for the most part. Others seem to flounder. They’re long on dreams but short on practicality. They may be overwhelmed by too many demands at once, thus emotionally and physically falling apart. Their goals may be interesting but are either unsuited to their real capacities or unlikely to lead to long-term financial or emotional security.

Is the discrepancy between these two groups only an accident? Does one group really start off with more advantages  than the other? Are those who do well in life luckier than those who do poorly? If you look into these women’s lives, you’ll find that some of those with the worst beginnings are doing best, and some of those with the “luckiest” origins are floundering.

What makes the difference? Why are some women apparently living the life they want, despite whatever adversity life has given them, while others seem to make mistake after mistake, no matter how hard they try? More important, what will the next few decades of your own life be like? Do you know what you want and how to get it?

Women today have more freedom, opportunity and responsibility than ever before. You are more likely to have a career, be a single parent, and be geographically separated from your family and childhood friends. Therefore, along with the freedom, you may also feel more isolated, overwhelmed and alienated than ever before. As a generation, women today are more educated, technically savvy, and politically aware and, as a consequence, they feel more career pressures and anxieties. Today you have the power to make your own decisions, and you probably feel more anxiety about it. The sword of freedom cuts both ways: Educated women are becoming everything from medical doctors to politicians to astronauts, while young and disadvantaged women are left on their own without support. Two generations ago, a decisive women was rare, an oddity. Today, the quality of your life often depends solely on the caliber of your decision-making skills.

As a long-time therapist, I’ve watched many women between eighteen and forty struggle to learn the skills  today’s life requires, and I’ve seen the results of both wonderful and terrible decisions they have made. In that time, I’ve learned that, while luck or circumstances, good and bad, will play a part in your life, it is your reaction and  response to your circumstances and how well you make  decisions that will be the real determining factors in your subsequent happiness.

More important than a happy or affluent childhood (who hasn’t seen children of the rich and famous with completely messed-up lives?) and more important than luck (we have all seen people fail to take advantage of lucky breaks) is the ability to make effective and realistic decisions. Even with the best advantages and education, you can feel out of control and miserable with your life, while with the right decisions you can surmount enormous obstacles and wind up thriving, emotionally and physically.




WOMEN’S STORIES 

In this book, we will examine the stories of several women, ages twenty-five to thirty-nine, and the decisions they face:

Jodie, thirty-six, was in Junior Achievers in high school and got lucky. Her business, a restaurant-to-home delivery service, became successful, and Jodie became one of the country’s youngest entrepreneurs. However, the excitement of business success has worn off, and managing employees and finances has become hard work. “When will life get to be fun again?” Jodie wonders. “I have no time for friends or fun. All my friends went to college and are having a great  time now. Sure, they studied hard, and after graduation they all got jobs, but not one of them works the long hours I do. Being self-employed means never having a day off, no vacations, no holidays, no weekends. Business problems are always coming up. I’ve loved being successful, and I’ve even gotten a little famous, which is fun, but it doesn’t replace having a real life.” What decisions does she need to make to put her life back in order?

Kim, twenty-four, has followed the strict rules of her immigrant family all her life. Those strong family guidelines helped her succeed and finish college with a pre-med degree. Now she is having doubts that what her family wants for her is what she really wants. She faces many more grueling years of medical school if she follows their wishes, and she’s afraid she’ll wind up unhappy and stuck in a very demanding career she doesn’t like. “My family really sacrificed for me, and I love them. I want them to be proud, and I have a debt to repay them. I’m very grateful for their love and support. But I worry that being a medical doctor will be too tough for me. It’s a big step, and I’m not sure it’s the right one. What if I get into medical school and I can’t make it? What if I don’t like medicine enough to spend my life as a doctor? What kinds of medical careers are available to me? My family is sweet and loving and very old-fashioned. They don’t know any more about what it takes to become a doctor than I do. How can I disappoint them? I can’t even tell them about my doubts, because they wouldn’t understand. I just don’t know what to do.” How can Kim decide to think for herself and make her own decisions?

Kisha, twenty-six, was a rebellious teenager from an  economically deprived background. She became a single mother at sixteen and gave birth again at eighteen but then changed her priorities, took advantage of some programs for welfare moms, and got herself through a trade school and off welfare. She now has a certificate in computer science and a pretty good job. She’s proud of her accomplishments but still not sure what decisions are right for herself and her children. She’s struggling to hold a job, take care of her family, and build a life for them all, and she can see the world of computers moving so fast she’s not sure she can keep up. “I’m proud of myself,” says Kisha. “I’ve come a long way from how I grew up. But it seems the more I learn, the more I realize what I don’t know. I was brought up with a lot of love but not encouraged to stay in school or to learn new things. I don’t want to bring my children up the same way—I want them to want to learn and grow, but how do I guide them? Sometimes I feel so alone in the world, as though I’m the only mom who ever had these problems. And I have trouble knowing I’m making the right career decisions. Who can I turn to? Who can I ask for advice?” What help can Kisha get in making the decisions she needs to keep her life going in the right direction?

Marie, thirty-one, is in love with music, particularly opera. After getting a degree in music education, she briefly tried a professional singing career but decided that it took the fun out of music for her. She teaches music in high school and has summers off. She wants to travel to hear and see her favorite operas and singers in the famous houses of Europe, but she worries that her life is too focused on her hobby and that in later years she’ll regret not settling down  and raising a family. “I love my life now, and teaching high school students to love music is very rewarding. I can’t imagine life without my love of opera and traveling in Europe to hear the great performers in the great opera houses—the Paris Opera, La Scala, the music festivals—it’s my greatest thrill. I’d love to meet someone who shares my passion for opera, but I don’t know if I’d ever want a family. Everyone tells me I’ll regret it if I don’t, but the women I know who have grown children seem to have lots of problems. What if teaching other people’s children turns out not to be enough?” How can Marie decide what will satisfy her in the future?

Megan, thirty-four, always wanted children but, being a bright student, she postponed thinking about marriage and family to get her law degree. Now she works for a large law partnership, which is encouraging her to get on the “partner track,” but Megan knows that means “living” her job and dedicating the better portion of her life to it, and she still worries about eventually having children. “Most of the young lawyers in my company would give anything to be getting all the encouragement I’m getting—but there’s another side to it. I know that the partners expect up-and-coming lawyers to put in extra hours and to make the law firm their whole life. That would be okay for now, but I don’t know whether I could ever find the time to be married, much less to be a good mom. As a partner in this prestigious law firm, I know I’ll have a lot of money, and many opportunities—but can I take the chance that I’ll never have the marriage and family I long for?” How does she decide whether the mommy track or the partner track is right for her?

Rita, thirty-one, got married right out of high school and had two children. Her husband, Ron, has a successful business as an insurance agent, but when the children were old enough to go to school, Rita decided to go to work, partly because she wanted the stimulation and partly to make extra money so the children could go to private school. Now she feels stressed, overwhelmed and worried that she’s not a good enough mother. “I know a lot of women who think I have the ideal life, and in a lot of ways I do,” Rita explains. “Ron is a good man, and we have a good marriage and a lovely family life. I feel guilty when I think that should be enough for me. But as soon as the children were in preschool, I was really bored at home—I wasn’t using my mind enough. I wasn’t stimulated. Work is fun for me, most of the time. I love being with other people, getting recognition for my efforts, and the extra money doesn’t hurt, either. But I hear that being with your children all the time is important. I’m a lot happier, even though I get overloaded sometimes. Still, I wonder if my children are paying a price for my happiness. Am I doing the right thing?” How does she decide what her priorities should be?

Robin, thirty-seven, always dreamed of being a counselor, and she finally went back to school and earned her associate’s degree and license in alcoholism counseling. She has tried working in counseling centers, but she really wants to work for herself. She feels that college taught her nothing about the business of counseling or about starting a practice. “I feel as if I know a lot about counseling and alcoholism—some of it I learned in my own family. I’m an expert there. But no one said a word during my education  about how to begin a business. I haven’t a clue how to start my own practice, and I don’t really want to work for anyone else. I have some great ideas about starting a treatment center, but where do I begin?” How can Robin find out what she needs to know?

Sharon, twenty-five, was fortunate enough to have her parents put her through a good college, where she got her MBA. Now the job offers are not as good as she hoped, and she faces having to move to another city to get a good job or taking a lesser position so she can stay in the city where her friends and family are. “Home is very important to me, and I’m very close to my family and friends. I want to have a successful career, and I feel lucky to have gone to college, but in this small town I can’t get a really good position. My classmates are all moving to big cities where the big careers are, but I don’t think I’d like living too far away. Is it wrong for me to want to stay at home? I’m afraid whatever decision I make will ruin the rest of my life. I’m very torn.” How does she decide between a career and living where she’s comfortable?

These women all face decisions, and the results of prior decisions, that will affect their success and happiness for years to come. These decisions can be life-changing. We will follow their stories throughout the book, and watch what happens as they face the most important decisions so far in their lives.

There are many decisions that once made are not easy to correct. The good news is that, like these young women, anyone can learn effective decision making. This book will show you how.




WHAT THIS BOOK IS ABOUT 

This is not an ordinary women’s book about meeting and marrying a great guy, solving your sex problems or raising kids successfully. It is not about getting everything you want in life, and it’s certainly not about avoiding failure, or feeling like a failure. No. It’s much more realistic than that.

In this book, you will see how making a few good decisions before you’re forty is likely to provide you with a real  life of relative comfort, security, fun, and affection, as well as enough flexibility to adapt to fluctuating life circumstances—such as changing economic conditions, your own attitudes changing as you mature and new life circumstances. Wanting success means facing failure; no one who succeeds does so without failing many times. By making the correct decisions now, you can prepare yourself to land on your feet after a failure and to cope effectively with the good and bad surprises life is bound to bring. Your ability to do so is always dependent on how well you make decisions, and the decisions you make by age forty can make your early years more productive—and the later years much easier.

You can let your life lead you until you feel completely hopeless and helpless, or you can respond, even to difficult circumstances, by making good decisions that lead you to satisfaction and security. If you are fortunate enough to understand the process and principles of making good decisions, you can, despite setbacks, obstacles and changes, build a life for yourself that you will enjoy. Valuable ideas and the steps you need to follow to make good decisions are presented in chapter 1, “The Power of a Good Decision.”




PERFECTION IS NOT NECESSARY 

Some of the women you just read about had trouble making any decision because they were afraid of making the wrong one and because they thought they should be able to read the future and know that whatever they decide  must work out for a lifetime. Focusing too much on what can go wrong led them, and could lead you, to paralysis. Of course no decision will be perfect, and things will go wrong; the many unpredictable twists and turns of life make it impossible to prepare in advance for them all. But, as you will see in chapter 1, part of the decision-making process is learning how to tell when a decision needs to be reevaluated. Each of these women learned to make the decisions that made their lives work—and so can you.

These 10 Smartest Decisions on the following page have worked well for many women, and the practice of evaluating and experimenting with them will give you the experience you need to become an effective decision maker. In the following chapters, you will become familiar with all of the decisions, learn the skills involved in implementing them and see how other women, like you, have used them.




THE 10 SMARTEST DECISIONS A WOMAN CAN MAKE BEFORE 40 

1. Decide to Make Intelligent Choices 
2. Decide to Resolve Old Issues 
3. Decide to Set Realistic Goals and Priorities 
4. Decide to Make the Most of Who You Are 
5. Decide to Get the Education and Training 
You Need 6. Decide to Be an Effective Communicator 
7. Decide to Keep Learning 
8. Decide to Build Personal and Professional Networks 
9. Decide to Create Financial Security 
10. Decide to Balance Work and Play 



This book offers practical advice about why these decisions are so important, why they work and how to make them, taking into account the realities of today’s economy and shifting employment scene and that any woman who wants to improve her life can. Each chapter focuses on one area requiring a decision, using examples from the lives of the young women mentioned earlier. You will read about how making, or not making, various decisions affected them; how they approached their decisions; and what they ultimately decided to do. You will also learn why each decision is so crucial to a successful life; and you will find information and simple steps to help you adapt the decision to  your own life circumstances. By implementing these decisions, you can build a life of loving and supportive affiliations, the “support network” that is so vital to good mental and physical health. These decisions will also help you discover a simple and effective road to financial security, even in an unpredictable economy. You will learn to set and follow priorities, choose the path that is right for you, and acquire the training, education, and information you need to fulfill your promise. In the appendix you will find contact information for the resources and organizations mentioned within the book.

While some of these decisions seem simple, obvious and self-explanatory to the women who already use them, others are revelations; whether they are obvious or life altering varies greatly from woman to woman. Even if you feel comfortable that you understand all the decisions, you’ll find that the information and examples provided will actually help you implement these decisions in your life.

This book is offered in the spirit of sharing the experience that years of working and living have taught me. Here is the information that years of counseling have taught me most women need. As you learn to make and implement these decisions, I know you will soon see the benefits and results in your own life.

This book presents the decisions clearly and concisely, paying you the compliment of assuming that, if you are intelligent and assertive enough to buy and read a self-help book, you can implement the suggestions within it. It does not take the attitude that you will of course do what it recommends but rather presents an intelligent and  well-developed argument, based on experience and illustrated by women’s stories, for why it works.




IF YOU’RE OVER 40 

In speaking to women about this book as I wrote it, the most frequent comment I heard from women forty and over was: “It’s too late for me.” No, it’s not too late. These decisions will work for anyone at any age. Although the suggested optimum time of life to make these decisions is before age forty, it is never too late to implement them, so if you are forty or over you need not be discouraged. You can improve your life at any age with The 10 Smartest Decisions a Woman Can Make Before 40.
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The Power of a Good Decision: Decide to Make Intelligent Choices

You don’t get to choose how you’re going to die. Or when. You can only decide how you’re going to live. Now.

—JOAN BAEZ



Smart decisions are not accidental. They are based on five basic aspects: self-awareness, research, appropriateness, support and self-respect. Knowing these aspects, making sure your decisions are based on them, and understanding how to use them will help you distinguish a good decision from a poor one.




YOUR KEY TO GOOD DECISIONS 

The secret that enables you as a woman to be decisive—that is, to make a decision, to trust that decision and to carry it out—is that you know your decisions are sound because they’re based on sound principles. Since, as women, we have often been rewarded more for being decorative or supportive than we have for being decisive, we may not always feel secure in our decision-making skills. Researchers in schools have long observed that boys tend to be more independent and competitive, while girls tend to be more cooperative and to want to be supported and to belong. In short, boys work more individually, making up their own minds, while girls tend to work in groups, cooperating and looking for consensus. Many argue about whether these traits are genetically based or socially bred, but few people disagree that they exist.




FIVE BASIC ASPECTS OF A GOOD DECISION 

One of the benefits of learning the five basic aspects of good decisions, in addition to the results of the decisions themselves, is that while you’re learning you’re also developing abilities and enhancing your self-respect. If making decisions or knowing which decisions are right for you is difficult, in the struggle to learn you are also building your self-esteem.


Aspect 1: Self-Awareness 

All good decisions must be based on self-knowledge as well as knowledge of the facts and circumstances. Who you  are will perhaps affect the outcome of your decisions more than any other factor. The same decision that might be good for someone else might be bad for you.

There are many ways you know yourself. For example, you know many of your likes and dislikes, how comfortable or uncomfortable you feel in certain situations, and whether you’re an introvert or an extrovert. Most of us have been distracted from paying attention to ourselves because we are busy, stressed or focused on someone else. However, it is often the unknown aspects of our personalities that help us make sound decisions—or prevent us from making them.

Hidden anger, for example, can keep you from looking at the facts related to the anger, so you cannot make accurate judgments based on whole facts.

Rita, for example, has a lot of anger toward her husband, Ron, because he resisted the changes she wanted to make when she went back to work, and consequently she didn’t evaluate her decision clearly or talk it over thoroughly with him. To overcome her anxiety, she took the first opportunity that presented itself, and now she’s not sure she made the right decision. Her anger at Ron, added to her fear of making the change, prevented her from taking the time she needed to think things through. Now she realizes that not taking enough time to get the facts was a mistake. Ron’s resistance to the changes her job made in their family life made Rita anxious, and her anxiety affected her ability to take the time she needed to do research. She might, for example, have worked as a temporary worker for a while to see  what different types of jobs were like and to acquire firsthand experience of how working would affect her time with her family.

Rita’s most recent job experience taught her a lot about herself. She now realizes how much she loves being responsible for her job and appreciated for it, how much she likes interacting with her coworkers, and also how much her family means to her. She is much more torn by these conflicting issues than she realized she would be. “I love working, and I love my family. It came as a complete surprise how much different the reality is from my original idea. It’s very important to me to be recognized for my accomplishments beyond being a wife and mother. As a career woman, I feel like an individual, making my own decisions and even my own mistakes, and getting direct results. As a wife and mother, I love being the one who makes the family run smoothly, and I feel very close to my husband and children. It’s as if there are two different parts of me that crave recognition—one wants to belong to others, one wants to be acknowledged as an individual. Sometimes the two parts of me struggle with each other.”



Knowing as much as you can about what you want, what your weaknesses and strong points and talents and abilities are, and checking all your decisions to see if they’re appropriate for you will help you make decisions you can live with happily.




KEEP A JOURNAL 

To know yourself better, I recommend keeping a diary or journal about your feelings and reactions to your life. You can use the diary as a place to look at yourself and your life as though you are watching a character in a movie and evaluating that character’s (your) strengths and weaknesses. You can also ask friends and family members for their observations about your personality traits and attributes. Choose supportive people; you don’t want to glean a lot of critical comments, just honest and kind observations.

When Megan was confused about whether to have children or pursue her legal career, she asked her friends for their input. Most told her she was wonderful with other people’s children and seemed a lot happier around them, so perhaps she should consider the mommy track or some other way to combine motherhood and a career. Some members of her family, however, told her that she had always wanted to have a career, and being an attorney seemed to suit her personality, so they didn’t think she should give up her career entirely. Megan began to write her thoughts and feelings about her career in a journal, making notes about all the reactions she got from family and friends, and arguing with these comments privately in her writings. She wrote out all her feelings, pro and con, and as she wrote she began to see her thoughts more clearly, understanding them better because she could analyze them in written form. Taking the time to write, which  was a very private and safe form of “thinking out loud,” calmed her and gave her a chance to think more clearly.

“For a while, there seemed to be constant static in my mind—ideas would swirl around, gone before I could really find out what they were,” says Megan. “Writing my thoughts in my journal helped me to slow down and really understand what I was thinking. It was a shock to find out how much I argued with myself over everything. There was my opinion of what I should do, then there was my idea of what everyone else thought I should do, and then there was what others actually told me I should do. It was all very confusing. Writing it down helped me sort out what I really thought, and it also quieted my internal chaos. It was a surprise to me to realize that all my ideas did not necessarily have to be in conflict. I discovered I could have my cake and eat it, too.” Eventually, Megan decided both viewpoints were accurate and that finding a way to be both a mother and a lawyer was what would make her happy. She decided to focus on family law and custody cases and to work part-time if she ever became pregnant.



Sometimes the decision you need to make is very close to what you are doing, but somehow it feels wrong or out of focus. This can happen because you are being “helped” too much or too stridently by others. When others want what they think is best for you, and you care for them, it can be difficult to know your own mind.

Because of her respect and reverence for her family and for tradition, Kim has done all the work to earn a pre-med degree, which her parents wanted, but now that she faces years of difficult training and education to become an M.D., she wonders if medicine is truly the right career for her. She decided to go to therapy and sort through her feelings before making her decision. Almost immediately, her therapist began to focus on Kim’s own opinions about what she was doing, and for the first time Kim learned to evaluate her own opinions, rather than considering only what others thought.

“I came to realize, with my therapist’s help, that I never recognized myself as a grown-up person, or allowed myself to be in charge of my own life,” says Kim now. “Once I learned to value my own opinion, and to give myself credit for being able to make good decisions, I was able to put everyone else’s advice into perspective. I can learn from others now, but I don’t have to let them make my decisions for me.” Learning more self-awareness was a real eye-opener for Kim. She became aware of how much she wanted to do good in the world and how important it was to her personally to help people. She decided that surgery or emergency medicine would be too difficult and unpleasant for her, but she enjoys children and families, so Kim is now happily embarked on her medical training and planning to be a pediatrician with a family practice in the town where she lives. She wants to focus more on preventive medicine and early childhood care than on serious diseases or surgical procedures. Now she feels sure that this  decision is hers, and she has the added joy that it makes her family happy, too.



As with Kim, the right decision for you may be obscured by the wishes of your parents, spouse, best friend or coworker. Caring about these people, not wanting to make waves, or just not wanting to deal with their disappointment or criticism can make it difficult to think clearly and to know what you want. If Kim had either rebelled or complied with her family’s wishes, she would have made the wrong decision. She needed to find out what she wanted, whether or not it was in line with what her family wanted.




PLAN A AND PLAN B 

Sometimes the solution lies in preparing for more than one decision simultaneously—as in having a Plan A and a Plan B. This is especially useful if your original plan involves a lot of unknowns or risks.

Marie, the gifted singer, knows enough about herself to follow her passion, but she is not certain that passion will last. There are also many unknowns about how successful she could be in a singing career. Careers in the arts are notoriously difficult. “I know myself well enough to know I don’t do well under too much pressure,” explains Marie. “Having the expectations and stresses of a singing career might take all the joy out of it for me. I also love inspiring others with what I know, and teaching young people to appreciate the magic of  music is thrilling to me. If I got the opportunity again for a singing career, I would certainly try it, but I’d better have something to fall back on.” Marie decided her Plan B would be to get a teaching credential, which provides a secure and rewarding career for her; it also allows her to indulge her passion for music now and provides a solid base for changes in the future.




Accept the Facts 

Often, the key to a solution eludes you because you haven’t looked at the simple surface aspects of the situation.

“I worked so hard on my education,” says Sharon, “and the reward was supposed to be an excellent position with a good salary. But as I began looking, I was terribly disappointed to find out all the best jobs were in the big cities, and not close to home. I don’t think I’ll find a really good position in my small city—but I want to live here, not in some big, strange place. I really need to refocus on what is more important to me.” Taking the time to see that she loves the climate, her friends and family, and the cozy familiarity of where she lives now, and momentarily changing her focus from “career prestige,” allows her to see that a job away from home, no matter how good, will probably make her unhappy in the long run. Staying where the sun shines more often, as well as where her close family and friends are, may make the difference between having the energy to succeed (even if she has to start from a lower position) and being too overwhelmed to try.



Self-awareness gives you the ability and will to face your limitations as well as your strengths and accept them, which can sometimes be painful.

Jodie, the entrepreneur, built her home delivery service, Dinners to You, from scratch and loves it like a child, but she is completely overwhelmed by its success. Selling it, or expanding and going public, which means letting someone else control it, might be painful for her, but it also might allow her to move on to new things that work much better for her. “It’s so hard to give up control of the business,” Jodie explains. “I’ve had full control over it from the beginning—it was my idea, and everything was done my way. But now, it feels as though it’s controlling me. I had to realize that the business had grown so much I couldn’t take care of it all by myself any more. I hate to admit it, but it’s not fun any more, and I’m over my head. I never thought the business would grow so much I couldn’t handle it. I was just caught up in the excitement. But now I’m getting burned out, and even making bad decisions. I guess it’s time to admit that I need some help, and to get it I suppose I have to give up some of the control.”



Self-awareness is indeed fundamental to making good decisions, as these women’s experiences show. In chapter 4, “Who Loves Ya, Baby?,” we’ll explore in more detail how these women used this principle to make great decisions, and also how you can do the same.


Aspect 2: Research 

Good decisions are the result of a great deal of research. Although a hunch, intuition, or your astrological chart may provide inspiration and creative ideas, those ideas will not become reality until you make sure you get the appropriate facts. There is no substitute for solid information to help you decide. There are many sources of information all around you. Libraries, others who have more experience in the area, the Internet, books, and a thoughtful review of your own and others’ past experiences are all good sources of data. In fact, for clients who feel stuck and can’t decide something, I often suggest research, and I find that people are often indecisive because they actually don’t have enough information to make a good decision. If you feel hesitant about making a decision, perhaps you are trying to make it based on guesswork and intuition, instead of solid information.

For example, if you’re a career woman, like Megan the attorney, and considering having a baby, you can read in books and magazines about the joys and complications of being a working mom, talk to other working moms, and find out what the rules are in your company and other places where you can work. With enough information in advance, you can set things up creatively to accommodate both motherhood and your career. Perhaps you, like many others today, can find a way to work at home more via computer and phone and spend less time at the office. If you look in magazines or on the Internet, you can find local classes, books and articles that will give you plenty of  related information. Don’t fall into the trap of thinking what you want to do is impossible before you’ve thoroughly researched it. You may find, as Megan did, that you can have your dream and live it, too.

To research a big decision, such as a change in your career, it’s worth spending a few months doing informational interviews with those working in the field, volunteering in a related area to find out if you like it, taking classes in that subject—anything to get more information and experience before you actually make a decision that will affect you for years to come.

When a good job offer in another state came through for Sharon, she did a lot of research and thoroughly checked out the area to which she might be moving. She wanted to know about the prices, the social life, the year-round weather, the school systems for her (future) children and, most of all, about leaving everything familiar. In Sharon’s case, doing the research was part of what convinced her it would be very difficult to begin life anew in an unfamiliar location. “The more I traveled and looked at other places, and the more I imagined what life would be like away from my hometown, the more unhappy I became,” she says. “It was a very good job, and if it were here I would be happy to have it—but the price, moving away from everything and everyone I love, was way too high. Getting an actual offer really brought everything into sharp focus for me. I realized that I could begin lower, at one of the jobs available here, even though it had much less prestige and a smaller salary, and with a few years of  dedication I could work my way up to almost the same level. It would be a slower start, but I would be where I want to be, and I wouldn’t have to begin the rest of my life all over again. Prestige is just not as important to me as the people and the home I love so much. If I hadn’t tried looking in the other places and hadn’t gone to the job interviews, I never would have known which was more important to me.”



Moving to a new state, city or country after just a few visits or vacations in the area amounts to making a very big commitment without enough research. Thorough research about the area, including getting yourself established in some social networks before you make the move will give you enough information to make an informed decision. In chapter 8, “It Takes a Village,” we’ll see how some women have done this.

Proper research can save you lots of disappointment, so make certain that your decisions are based in reality and have a high chance of being successful.


The Components of Research 

The major components of research are: (1) your own experience, (2) the experience of others you know and (3) the available information. Using all three of these components means you will have enough information to make an informed decision.


Your Own Experience 

There is no better research than what you have seen with your own eyes, heard with your own ears, and learned from  your own experience, but this information will do you no good if you don’t use it. It’s often easy, in the stress and excitement of a new choice, to forget to think about your prior experience. Whenever you’re considering a decision, make sure you consciously review your experiences that relate to that decision. Sharon, for example, drew on her own experience of how important her surroundings were to her and how uncomfortable she was in strange places to support her decision to stay in her hometown.

To draw on your own experience, it’s often helpful to make a list of what you know about the subject, time, place or persons involved in your decision. Over a period of several days, add to your list, divide it into pros and cons and talk to trusted friends about what your past experiences have been.


The Experience of Others 

Contemplating doing something you have never done can be pretty scary. Being the first in your family, or the first woman in your family, to go to college, to move to another area, to take an executive position or to move to another country is like stepping off a cliff into the unknown. Contemplating it can be scary enough to leave you feeling paralyzed.

When my first book was completed in 1980, I did not know anyone who had written a book or had done a promotional tour or TV or radio interviews, and my reaction was panic. The publicist hired by my publisher taught me how to interview, taped mock TV and radio interviews, and made sure I had a chance to talk to other authors.

Once I acquired the benefits of the very supportive  publicist’s experience, and that of other authors, I was able to calm down and get through the first few interviews, after which I felt more at ease. To this day, I find it helpful to talk to other authors, and I belong to an organization called the American Society of Journalists and Authors (ASJA), so I can share experiences with others in the same field. Now, eighteen years and six books later, I also have friends who are authors with whom I can share experiences and information.

No matter what experience you’re facing—marriage, college, mountain climbing, a new place to live, entering politics, or having a child—you can learn a lot by talking to people who’ve been there and done it themselves. If you don’t know anyone with that experience, you can find an expert in the following ways:1. Ask people you know to introduce you to someone with that experience.
2. Attend a class, a lecture or a book signing by an expert in the field.
3. Read a biography or first-person account.
4. Talk in chat rooms on a Web site.
5. Call a college or business with experts in that topic and ask to speak to an expert.
6. Go to a meeting of a group or organization in that field.
7. Search the records of your local newspaper for a related story and call the reporter or the people mentioned in the story.



Available Information 

If you don’t get all the information you need from your own experience or that of others, there’s always information available in the library, on the Internet or through nonprofit organizations. It’s always valuable to patronize your local library and get to know your librarian. Libraries are part of a national and international network of information, and a good librarian (even at a very small local library) can find information for you from all over the world. Libraries have archives of years’ worth of newspapers and magazines, and they often have videos and audiotapes, also. Librarians can also help you find pertinent local and national organizations whose staff often know what is going on in related subjects.

Your very knowledgeable and helpful local librarian can even help you find information that the library doesn’t carry, through reference books that list special organizations, museums, archives and private specialty libraries. If there is a local university, college or community college in your area, its library can be equally helpful, especially in the areas in which the school grants diplomas.


Aspect 3: Appropriateness 

A good decision is appropriate to you, your life circumstances, your goals and your other decisions. For example, when Rita’s children were very young, she felt it was in - appropriate for her to consider a career. However, now that they are in school, she has an opportunity to make a big change: to get training or education that would allow her to work in a way that’s compatible with raising her family. The  same decision that would have been inappropriate two years ago is very fitting now. “I would have been very unhappy being away from my children when they were small.” Rita smiles at the memory. “And I know I’m lucky to have had the choice. But when they began school, they didn’t need me as much, and I needed more challenge. It was the perfect time for me to try something new.”

Your decisions often affect others in your life, too. Not only do good decisions need to fit in with the aspects of your own personality or life; they also must be appropriate to the others who may be affected. Kim wants to honor her very traditional family but must also make sure her life-affecting decisions suit her by considering the appropriateness of going to medical school. Rather than just giving in to family pressure, she is more likely to make a decision that will make her happy. “After I realized how pressured and unhappy I felt, and I figured out what I wanted, I explained it to my family,” Kim says, “and they were more understanding than I realized. They just wanted me to be happy and successful, and they thought medical school was right for me. I know now that they would have been very unhappy if I had let myself go on being miserable. I realize that by taking the time to figure out what I wanted, we all had a better chance to be satisfied.”

To make sure your decision will be appropriate, it is necessary to analyze how it will affect your life and the life of those you care about. The appropriateness of your decision will affect how well you can maintain and follow through on it. If Kim had tried to do what her family wanted, without making sure it was appropriate for her, odds are that she  wouldn’t have had the motivation and dedication she needed to accomplish something as difficult as completing her M.D.

A decision that’s appropriate for you is a decision you have considered and evaluated carefully, in advance, and for which you have anticipated the effect it will have on your life. A decision that suits your character, your ethics, your personality and your style will be much more effective because it will be much easier to carry out. Self-awareness is crucial to making this comparison, and being proactive, evaluating, anticipating and choosing your decision carefully are all necessary if you are to trust your decisions and their appropriateness to your life and circumstances.

Evaluating your decisions for appropriateness is covered in more detail later in this chapter in “Steps to Proactive Decisions.”


Aspect 4: Support 

Good decisions involve making sure support exists for carrying them out. A good decision brings you into increasing contact with people who can help you widen your horizons and who can provide friendship as well as professional support. This need for support is one of the reasons a good decision must be appropriate to your life, and often to the others in your life, but there is a balance between finding support and making your decisions according to what other people think you should do.

If your family and friends are helpful, caring and respect your life decisions, they can constitute an excellent support system, but this is not always possible. If you are not  surrounded by a good support team, it’s necessary to build one because it will get you through times of self-doubt and difficulty, as well as motivate you and help you celebrate the good times.

Contacts with people and new ideas are important to your personal growth. When you learn to make decisions that maximize your opportunities for warm, stimulating relationships and new learning, you open up to everything good that will come to you from other people. So be wary of a decision that will lead to isolation. Joining a professional organization or a community-involved church increases your opportunities for personal growth and empowerment in decision making within the organization and provides a ready-made group of influential people who can help you meet your goals.

To get her career as a counselor in private practice started, Robin needs to join professional organizations and get to know and talk to other counselors who have already been successful. Her church, alumni association and local activist groups working for human rights will be good sources for meeting successful counselors in the community. Because a private practice will require her to work in relative isolation, her decisions need to focus on balancing that with connections to the outer world through professional and social organizations. Through the counseling professionals she will meet in the organizations, she can get lots of the practical information about the business end of counseling that she feels she lacks.

Megan’s law office presents opportunities to talk with others at lunch and during and after work. Through the  “employee grapevine” she can gather information to decide whether or not being a working mom is a good decision for her. If she decides to pursue her career full-time and forgo children for now, she can join employee organizations and enroll in job-related classes and workshops where she can get to know other successful women lawyers. An organization such as the Association of Women Trial Attorneys could provide priceless contacts with more experienced women who would be willing and able to mentor and help her in her career.

How much support is available on the job will be a factor for Sharon to consider if she receives a job offer in another state. Positive support at work, and an opportunity to socialize with coworkers, could help replace the social network of family and friends she would leave behind.

If, like Rita, family is your main focus, you can join parenting groups, the PTA, a co-op nursery school or daycare center, and get connected with other parents. Rita got a great deal of help and good advice from meeting a group of working moms. Especially if you’re a single mom, you’ll find contact with other mothers reassuring and a great resource.

We’ll see how all these women found, used and created support—and how you can, too—in chapter 8, “It Takes a Village.”


Aspect 5: Self-Respect 

A good decision will enhance your self-respect. Using your self-awareness, researching all the possibilities, making sure you have support to carry out your decision and making decisions appropriate to your life all contribute to making successful decisions. Sometimes, however, a decision  that seems right on all those levels doesn’t feel right for you. To make a decision that you can truly live with, you must be comfortable with the ethics and values it entails.

Kim faced this problem. While giving in to pressure from her family let her feel like an obedient daughter, devoting seven years of extremely demanding postgraduate work to a career she wasn’t sure she wanted would have been very detrimental to her self-respect, not to mention that such demanding work, if she was really not motivated for her own reasons, would have been more than she could manage—and it probably would have led to failure.

Kisha, on the other hand, by turning her life around and getting herself educated and off welfare, has greatly increased her own level of self-respect; she has even given her children a more solid basis for their own self-images.

Life is an endless opportunity to make decisions. How you make them, to a large degree, determines how well your life will go, how much you will accomplish and how satisfied you will be with what happens. While none of us has complete control over what happens in life, how we react to what happens can make all the difference.




Reactive Versus Proactive 

When observing women who feel they did not make good decisions in life, who are dissatisfied and unhappy, we often discover that they handled their lives in a reactive rather than a proactive way. Handling life reactively means waiting until something happens and then responding to it, often in an intuitive or emotional fashion, rather than thinking through your response beforehand.


Reacting 

We all need to be able to react when something unforeseen happens, and often there is no time to do more than respond emotionally or intuitively. Consider the following examples:• Your two-year-old child suddenly runs into the street. You immediately run after him, grab him and drag him back onto the sidewalk before you know what you are doing.
• Without thinking, you swerve the wheel of the car you are driving to miss an object in the road.
• Your best friend bursts into tears, and you put your arms around her and say, “There, there,” before you even know what’s wrong.



These are all appropriate reactive responses, and we use this wonderful ability to act without thinking or understanding many times a day. Most of the time it works. However, if you allow your immediate reactions to rule your life, you can find yourself in trouble. For example:• You become repeatedly and disastrously involved with people who are destructive (that is, loving a charming but hopeless alcoholic, being taken in by a smooth sales rep, saying “yes” to an irresponsible sibling who wants to borrow your car).
• You spend money you can’t afford (shopping when you’re upset, loaning money to untrustworthy friends, renting a house that’s too expensive because you love it). 
• You behave in obsessive or addictive ways (overeating, getting drunk, working too many hours for little pay, overscheduling yourself).




Being Proactive 

While your emotions are a good counterbalance for your intellectual analysis of a given situation—because how you feel about the person, situation or event may make you aware of subtle subconscious clues you’re picking up—using emotional reaction as a substitute for rational decision making is usually a mistake. Important decisions must be made from the neck up as well as from the neck down. That is, each decision you make that will have a significant impact on your life should be considered intellectually as well as emotionally.




STEPS TO PROACTIVE DECISIONS 

Proactive decisions are choices you make because you: (1) anticipate the need to choose, (2) evaluate the situation and your options, (3) choose a reasonable course of action based on your evaluation and (4) act on your choice.

This advice is not new. There are many aphorisms and proverbs that express the folk wisdom of proactive decisions: “A stitch in time saves nine.” “Look before you leap.” “Before running mouth, be sure brain is engaged.” These expressions exist in our culture (as well as other cultures) because they are lessons that many people have found to be true. Whether from the Bible, Shakespeare, Benjamin Franklin, or a popular song, movie or play, the phrase  catches on and is used repeatedly because it rings true.

Yet many women (and men, for that matter) fail to pay attention and think clearly enough to be proactive and decisive. You must be alert and aware to take action. The good news is, it is not necessary to be proactive constantly—only when significant decisions need to be made. The 10 Smartest Decisions are examples of how being proactive now will save you a lot of work and hassle later.

Our first actions in a new situation set a pattern we are likely to follow for a long time. For example, when building a house or a fence, it’s the first layer of bricks that must be laid with extreme care, including lots of measuring, leveling, etc., because all the other bricks laid will be affected by that first row.

Life decisions have that same effect. Once the basic decisions are made, you can often relax and follow through without thinking every other aspect through as carefully. The initial decisions act as a blueprint for your future actions, giving you a plan to follow. Unfortunately, this same phenomenon works in a negative sense, also. If your initial decisions are not well thought out, everything you do later follows the original flawed pattern and makes things worse.

Being proactive, then, is the first step to making good decisions. Once you decide to learn how to anticipate, evaluate, choose, and act wisely and effectively, essentially you are on the path to making the kinds of decisions that are right for you at each phase of your life.




Anticipate the Need to Choose 

If you grew up in an authoritarian home, like Kim, or in a family that struggled through life but never learned how  to take charge, like Kisha, or one where the “place” of women was to be loving, caretaking and responsive, you may have learned to focus on one or more people, taking your cues about what decisions to make from them. This trains you to be responsive and “outer directed”—that is, to look for what to do from what is happening around you, rather than to generate your behavior from your own ideas. Women are often socialized in this fashion, which is the reason we are thought of as being sensitive, caring and understanding about others. (Of course, not all women are the same, and plenty of men are socialized in this way, too.)

If this is true for you, you may not be used to operating by thinking in advance about what might happen and getting prepared for it. Responsiveness is a very valuable skill to have, but it only works after there is something to respond to. Anticipation thinks ahead and plans for the unexpected as well as expected events and circumstances. Responsiveness is more a feeling, an intuitive and emotional response to a situation. Anticipation is more mental—thinking through the possibilities.

The problem side of anticipation is worry. If you anticipate what might happen, without figuring out what you can do about it, you’ll just go around and around, getting more and more anxious—“What if my car breaks down?” “What if I don’t get the job?”—and so on. The way to avoid this is to treat the questions as genuine and to answer them: “If my car breaks down, I’ll borrow some money and get it repaired.” “If I don’t get this job, I’ll keep searching until I find one.” Negative worrying can be turned into positive anticipation when it leads you to consider alternative  possibilities and to plan for future events. If your anxiety level is so high that this “quick fix” doesn’t work, or if you worry a lot, have anxiety attacks, or dread making decisions and being in charge, use the following checklist to help you turn your free-flowing anxiety into focused anticipation.




The Worrier’s Guidelines 

This exercise is especially effective when you can’t sleep or when you experience anxiety attacks. If you worry a lot or obsess about future events and problems when you should be concentrating on other things, follow these simple steps: 1. Write it down. If you’re feeling anxious or worried, or you can’t stop thinking about some event that hasn’t happened yet, take a few moments to write down whatever is worrying you. If you can’t write it down, think it through carefully until you can clearly say what you’re worrying about. Clarifying your worries will stop the free-floating sensation of anxiety with no basis. 
2. Evaluate. Think about the first item on your list. Ask yourself, “Is there anything I can do about it now?” If you’re at home and worrying about the office, or if the problem won’t occur until next week or next year, you may not be able to do anything about it right now. Or, you may be worrying about something you could do something about, such as calling someone, or finding out how much something costs, or making a doctor’s appointment to check out a worrisome symptom. 
3. Do something. If there is something you can do, do it. Sometimes, worry is a way to procrastinate. Often, worry is a way to keep a mental list going, as in: “I’m worried that I’ll forget to bring the slides for the presentation tomorrow.” • If you’re worried about how your presentation will go at work tomorrow, go over your notes and lay out your clothes for the morning. 
• If you’re worried about a health problem, look up the illness or  injury on the Internet, or call your doctor and ask some questions. 
• If you’re at work and worrying about cooking dinner when you get home, write out a menu or a list of ingredients. 
• If you’re worried that you may be fired, update your resume and call some employment agencies. You don’t have to take another job, but if there’s a real problem you’ll be prepared. 

Here’s an example: If you’re worried that the roof may leak the next time it rains, start making a list about what you can do about it. Your inner dialogue may sound like this:

“The news said it was going to rain next week. I’m worried that the roof might leak.”

“Call a roofing company and have them look at it.”

“I’m worried that a roofing company will charge me more than it should because I don’t know how much it should cost.”

“Call my brother (or my neighbor, or my friend), who had his roof done, and ask him what it cost, and also if he liked the contractor he used.”

“Okay.”

When you reach this “okay,” it’s time to make the call, or if it’s too late at night, to make a note to call the next day.


4. Distract yourself. When you’ve done what you can, or made your lists or notes, then distract yourself: Get busy doing something else, read, or take a walk or a bath. Repeat the above steps every time you catch yourself worrying. 


If your personal history is full of unexpected catastrophes, unplanned hassles, and lots of anxiety and worry, you will benefit greatly from learning effective anticipation. To learn how to anticipate effectively, use the following checklist.




The Anticipation Exercise 

Daily Anticipation: Either in the evening or the morning, take fifteen to twenty minutes to sit down with your calendar and think about the day to come. Consider your to-do list, your appointments (whatever kind of appointments you have: with a business associate, a customer, your dentist, taking your child to soccer or ballet, or lunching with a friend) and whatever you personally would like to accomplish (for example, gardening, cooking dinner, writing your novel, working out, meditating or praying, creating art or music, or visiting a friend). If your list is more than you can possibly accomplish in one day, sort through it now, instead of waiting until the end of the day to find you didn’t accomplish the most important things. Prioritize what you have to do; and whatever you’re not going to get to today, put on your to-do list for tomorrow or next week.

Look at your calendar and schedule as realistically as you can. For example, if you are taking your daughter to ballet class, consider that it might be important to allow enough time for the two of you to talk about some things that are bothering you or her. If the client you have to see is long-winded or habitually late, take that into consideration. If you are extra tired, consider not packing your day as full as usual.

On the other hand, if your calendar is not full enough, if you have a tendency to go to work and then come home with no idea of what you’ll do for the evening, then give some thought to scheduling some of that unused time: volunteering to help somewhere, inviting a friend over, joining the church choir or taking a class, for example.

The point is to take charge of your day, and make sure that, within the limits of your situation, you do the things that are most important to you. The few minutes you take at the beginning of your day to organize it can save you hours later.

Kisha had a schedule book at work, but none at  home—she would come home to chaos and confusion, and once the children were finally in bed she sat numbly in front of the TV. When she got herself a calendar to track her personal time, she suddenly found it possible to plan ahead, help her children get organized, see friends and even get the laundry done every week. Having a personal schedule that she uses as effectively as the one at work means she can plan for household chores and help her children with homework and activities—and still make sure she gets some relaxation and recreation for herself. Anticipating the day’s home chores, as she does the ones at work, means that she uses her time more effectively, gets the most important things done, and actually has extra time for taking classes and planning for the future. “I took a workshop given at work on organizing your day with a calendar planner—I knew how effective it was, but it took me awhile to catch on that it would be just as helpful at home,” laughs Kisha. “I can’t believe I waited so long to do it. It’s a simple thing, but what a difference!”


If you focus on planning each day, you will make steady progress toward attaining your future goals.

To start anticipating and planning for the future, begin dreaming about it. All plans begin as dreams, and the best plan for you will come from your own dreams, not those of your parents, spouse, boss or children. The overall plan may include any or all of the other people in your life, but you won’t wholeheartedly follow through on your dream if you let others dictate it.




The Ten-Year Dream 

To get in touch with your dream, read the following guided fantasy onto audiotape, very slowly and quietly, pausing to allow time to visualize. Then play it back, or ask a friend to read it aloud to you.

Relax, breathe slowly and comfortably, get comfortable in your chair, and imagine that you’re dreaming about your ideal life ten years from now. This is your life in ten years, if everything could happen just exactly the way you want it.

Now, with your eyes closed, and still in a relaxed state, let yourself wake up gently from the dream. It’s morning on a day ten years in the future, and you’re living a life that makes you completely happy. How do you wake up? To an alarm clock, to the sunlight, to what sounds or smells? What are your surroundings? Are you indoors? If so, what kind of bed and room are you in? Allow the colors, sounds and smells to register on your senses as you become more and more aware of your surroundings.

Now imagine gently getting up and getting ready to begin your day. What are you wearing? How are you getting ready? When you are ready to begin your day, move on to the next scene.

Where do you go next? Let each scene unfold, noticing the sights, sounds, smells and textures. Let yourself discover who is there with you and what you do at each hour of the day. Go as far as you want to from the place where you woke up, and notice what surrounds you. See yourself in your daily activities, alone or with other people, enjoying what you are doing. Take as much time as you need to complete the day and to find out as much about your life as you can.

 

 

When you finish the fantasy, write down a summary of your experience. You can do this guided fantasy as often as you want to discover more and more about your ideal life. Talk about the characteristics of your ideal life with the  people closest to you. Allow yourself some time to think about it, without arguing with it. Even if it seems impossible to you today, let it be a dream for a while.

As you get more comfortable with your ideal, consider how you could bring it, or parts of it, into reality.

Allow yourself to anticipate your future as you expect it to happen. If you have kids, imagine them growing up and leaving home. What would you do then? Imagine your next birthday. What would you like to be doing by then? Imagine taking a class in something you’d like to do: French, yoga, great books, creative writing, drawing and painting, playing the stock market, or car mechanics. Imagine completing the things you are working on now: getting a raise, or completing your degree, or buying a house, or paying off your mortgage, or starting your own business. Imagining gives you a chance to anticipate what you would do next, before you actually must make a decision.




Evaluate the Situation 

Positive anticipation will clarify what your options are because you will consider in advance what needs to be done, what you want to do, and what you have time to do. The most desirable action is to blend the realities of what you must do with your fantasy of what you want to do.

During your evaluation, you will answer a series of “what if” questions. The answers you come up with can vary from the fanciful to the practical—the ideal to the real. What’s important is that you let yourself brainstorm a variety of possible scenarios and outcomes. I call this “playing chess” because the great chess masters continuously watch the  board and project the possible effects of each move they could make. They may project many possible moves ahead of where they are to see which move is the best bet. Searching for as many possible options as you can find, gives you a better chance of coming up with your best answer.

Once your options are clear, you need to evaluate them to know which is the most effective. For example, you may want to live in a $500,000 house on a $30,000 per year income. There are several possible ways to resolve the disparity, from finding a way to change your income to choosing a cheaper house. What usually works best, however, is to examine all the options you imagined and decide what is important for you. You may want that house for status, because it’s lovely to look at, because it’s big enough for all your projects and friends, or because it overlooks the ocean. If you only require some of the components of the house—the ocean view, a front porch with columns, or more room than you have now—you may be able to get them in your price range. If you want the prestige, maybe you can get some of that by being active in your community. If it has to be that house, in that area, maybe you can start your own business, or become a real estate agent, and find a way to afford it. The best way to evaluate the options is to check them against a list of requirements: Is it quiet enough, light and airy enough, close enough to work, within my price range, etc.?

The following list contains some suggested criteria for evaluating options:• Is it practical? 
• If it doesn’t seem practical, is there a way you could make it practical, or are there some parts that are practical?
• What are the benefits?
• What are the drawbacks?
• Do you know the steps you have to follow to bring it about?
• How do the rewards (if it is successful) compare with the penalties (if it goes wrong)?
• Do you presently feel good about it?
• Does it make sense? Can you explain what you’re doing clearly to someone else or on paper?
• Would you advise a friend to do it?



Making your own list of criteria, based on questions like these, will help you proactively evaluate your options.




Choose a Reasonable Course of Action 

Surprisingly enough, once you have anticipated the event and evaluated the options, actually making the choice becomes simple. Because you have sufficient information, and you’ve evaluated the realistic aspects of your options, one or two best choices will stand out. Only if you have a rigid, dependent definition of the “right” way to do things, and are not open to considering new and different solutions, will your choice seem limited or blocked. For example, if it’s cheaper, faster and less stressful to take the new rapid transit system to work, but you insist that, for prestige, you have to drive in your Mercedes, your prejudice will prevent you from making the soundest, most effective choice.

If you have done the evaluation process thoroughly, a  choice will usually become clear. If not, then you may need to do more research, ask some questions or talk to someone you trust who is experienced in similar matters.




Act On Your Choice 

A choice is not really made until you act upon it. That is, if you have clearly decided what you think is the best thing for you to do under the circumstances, and you do not follow through, you have made a passive choice. Indecision, procrastination and denial are ineffectual ways to avoid the responsibility of making decisions. To act on your decision is to believe in it, to back yourself up. No one ever knows in advance if her decisions are right but, by proactively and thoughtfully making your own decisions, you raise the odds in your favor. Also, when you act on your decision, the action itself tests the decision, so that by paying attention to the results you can make new decisions as necessary.

If you find yourself unable to act on a decision, use that as a source of new information. Perhaps your decision did not take into account some aspect of your life or personality and needs to be reevaluated. Or perhaps you are trying to act on too much at once and need to break it down into smaller steps. As you go through The 10 Smartest Decisions in the following chapters, you will see how each can be acted upon effectively.




End of sample
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