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TALKING WITH BARBARA STANNY, AUTHOR OF "SECRETS OF SIX-FIGURE WOMEN"

Financial savvy, from the fog of intimidation

By Jacqueline Fitzgerald
Tribune staff reporter
Published January 12, 2005

Growing up, Barbara Stanny says she was "totally oblivious" to money matters, despite the fact that her father was a founder of H&R Block. He believed men, not women, should handle family finances.

So Stanny lived a large part of her life in a financial fog. It got so thick that when she learned her husband was a compulsive gambler, she let him keep managing their money rather than tackle the job herself.

That is, until she visited an ATM and found no money in the account. She then confronted him and filed for divorce. And because her father refused to bail her out with a loan, she had to get smart about money.

Today Stanny, 57, has swapped intimidation for empowerment. As a writer and speaker, she helps other women become financially savvy. Her two books are "Secrets of Six-Figure Women" (Harper) and "Prince Charming Isn't Coming: How Women Get Smart About Money" (Penguin).

In Stanny's view, "it's about choices and freedom, and managing money is really not that complicated."

Stanny recently visited Chicago for a reading of "Secrets" at the W Hotel and spoke to WN before the event.

Q. I thought my financial fog was bad. No offense, but why did you stay married to your husband?

A After a lot of therapy, I really saw that I was as much a part of the problem as he was. Because I let him. I knew what he was doing and I enabled him. So taking the responsibility for that was a very powerful step on my part. ... Also if it wasn't for him I wouldn't have this career! I said to my ex-husband, and to my father before he died, "Thank you, you gave me such great material."

Q. What was the biggest surprise in writing the "Secrets" book?

A. The biggest surprise was that as we got deeper and deeper into the interviews, I heard how much fear [women] had, I heard how much self-doubt they struggled with. What I heard was how many of them had the "imposter syndrome": They felt like a fraud and they worried others would find out. ... But what I saw with these women is they didn't let it stop them. They felt the fear, they felt the doubt, they felt the imposter syndrome, they felt like a fraud and they did it anyway. ... These women weren't fearless, but they didn't let it stop them.

The highest-paid women that I talked to don't feel confident all the time. They don't feel their value all the time. One woman said to me, "I have to practice in front of the mirror sometimes saying my price or saying the fee I'm negotiating without laughing."

Q. What else did the women have in common?

A. These women had guts. They spoke up. They asked for what they want. One woman, who was a 7th-grade dropout, said, "Honey, you don't get what deserve, you get what you demand." ... It's a huge lesson: If you don't value yourself, no one will. I think that's what stops most women because we want to be liked. We don't want to make people angry. We don't want to offend someone.

Q. Women often tend to devalue themselves.

A. It was so interesting, I asked every woman the question: "Are you in this for the money?" Ninety-nine percent said, "No, I am not doing this for the money, I'm doing it for the passion, for the recognition, for the challenge."

But this thinking is what got me: "I'm not doing it for the money," they said, but they wanted to be well compensated because they thought they were worth it. You have to see the value in yourself. And if you can't see it, fake it. ...

This concept I saw of putting yourself first--that was a real key concept--and it's a real hard one for women to grasp. But putting everybody else before yourself leads to anger, resentment, pain, illness. It is not conducive to success. Because when women put themselves first they always factor in other people. It's hormonal. [Six-figure women] have learned to say no to their kids and husbands, to say, "This is what I need to do for me."

Q. What do you say to people who say money is inherently bad?

A. If we can get enough women with enough money, we are going to change this world. I always say there are four steps to creating wealth: Spend less. Save more. Invest wisely. Give generously. In that order. The problem is that women go right to the fourth one--we are masters at giving. But I really truly believe that giving to others without doing the first three, which is giving to ourselves, is an act of self-sabotage. Not only do we jeopardize our security, we diminish the impact we can make if we had enough money.

Q. How about people who just don't want to deal with it?

A. Money is very easy to avoid until you can't avoid it any more. ... Most women don't get serious about managing money until they lose a job, lose a spouse or they get close to retirement. And that's the worst time to start. ...

All this stuff is actually very easy, but it is uncomfortable. The No. 1 trait of success is you've got to be willing to be uncomfortable. And I think [women] don't want to be uncomfortable. Being uncomfortable is not a bad thing. It doesn't feel good, but it's a good thing.

Q. You also address the issue of women who don't earn what they're worth.

A. Underearners tend to surround themselves with people who are scared or negative, who want to hold them back, naysayers. Not because [naysayers] are bad people but because they're scared--because if you change and you're in their world, then you're putting it in their face and either they have to change too or leave. And that's very scary.

Q. What about when people say they want to earn more money, but then make excuses for why they can't?

A. The first thing we do when we challenge ourselves is to figure out all the reasons why we can't do it. When you're here and you want to go there--to earn more money, change your job, lose weight, whatever--you have to go through a gap, and that gap is filled with tension. We human beings hate tension, so we'll do anything to avoid it.

We'll go into denial and come up with excuses. And it's really tragic because that's how we keep ourselves from going to the next level in our lives. But use that tension to push yourself forward, knowing it's normal, knowing it's part of it. ... Keep going and surround yourself with supportive people. The tension is always the most right when you start and right before you get your goal. Anytime you deviate from the norm it's very uncomfortable and anxiety-producing.

But you don't have to have it all together to make it. You don't have to have it all figured out. ... All you have to do is decide what you want and then do what comes next.
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