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1 Introduction

In Japan, a large gender gap still exists in entrepreneurial activities. There are fewer
women entrepreneurs and women business owners than men. With the government’s
“promotion of women’s participation and advancement” policy and reforms in work
styles, in addition to the spread of remote work and telework as a response to COVID-
19, the percentage of women in management positions in companies and organizations
has increased. More women have been appointed to the boards of directors of large
companies. Simultaneously, a wide variety of businesses that utilize information
technology (IT) are being created, and there are some examples of women starting their
own businesses in related fields.

In central areas such as Tokyo and Osaka, it is no longer unusual for women to start
their own businesses by opening restaurants or specialty stores on the Internet.
However, in regional cities, the number of “women entrepreneurs” is still small. In
addition, the people in charge at commercial and industrial organizations and in local
governments who provide support for women who want to start businesses in fields in
which many men have traditionally started businesses, such as construction and
manufacturing, lack an understanding of what women think about business and the
management issues that women with family responsibilities face. This lack of
understanding results in a mismatch between support programs and the actual needs
of women entrepreneurs. In other words, although there are women who aspire to start
their own businesses, women’s entrepreneurship has not gained legitimacy when
viewed against the standard of men’s entrepreneurship, and therefore, it remains
largely unrecognized and is not adequately supported.

Accordingly, this study analyzes a successful case study of women’s entrepreneurship
support in a regional city. Through the analysis, the study determines how the
mismatch between the help offered by entrepreneurship support programs and
women’s actual needs for entrepreneurship support was resolved from the perspective

of acquiring legitimacy.
2 Facts about women’s entrepreneurship in Japan

The second Abe Cabinet set the “promotion of women’s participation and
advancement” as a policy goal, and the SDGs! also include “(5) Realization of gender
equality.” However, according to the “Gender Gap Index 2022” published by the World
Economic Forum, Japan ranks only 116th out of 146 countries, which is the lowest

level among developed countries and lower than China, South Korea, and the ASEAN

1 An international goal stated in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, which
was adopted by a unanimous vote from all member states at a previous UN summit in
September 2015. It comprises 17 goals and 169 targets.
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countries. The Gender Gap Index comprises four areas: “Economy,” “Education,”
“Health,” and “Politics,” and Japan ranks particularly low in terms of “Economy” and
“Politics.” In the “Economy” area, the low percentage of women in executive and
managerial positions in companies is a concern. However, the percentage of women
business owners and entrepreneurs is also low. Increasing the number of women who
start their businesses would contribute to improving the gender gap in Japan.

According to the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) 2021/2022 Women’s
Entrepreneurship Report? (Elam, Amanda B., et al,, 2022), the average Total Early-
Stage Entrepreneurial Activity Index (TEA)3 across the 47 countries included in the
aggregate was 10.4% for women compared with 13.6% for men. The country with the
highest female TEA was the Dominican Republic at 43.7%, and the country with the
lowest was Poland at 1.6%. At 4.0%, Japan was the third lowest country after Poland
and Norway (1.7%) (Figure 1).

In terms of TEA by gender, Norway and the United Arab Emirates had the largest
gender differences, with a TEA of 1 for men compared with only 0.4 for women. Japan
was next at 0.5, and women’s TEA was only half that of men. Conversely, the least
difference was observed in the Dominican Republic, Kazakhstan, and Morocco, all of
which had a male TEA of 1 and a female TEA of 1.1, higher than the male
entrepreneurial rate. The global average was 0.7 for women compared with 1 for men.

The annual “Survey of New Business Startups” conducted by the Japan Finance
Corporation (JFC) Research Institute indicated that a gradual increase in the
percentage of women has been the long-term trend. However, there have been some
fluctuations, as depicted in Figure 2. Even so, it only finally exceeded 25% in 2022.

The 2021 Survey on Entrepreneurship and Entrepreneurial Attitudes is conducted
annually since FY 2013 by the aforementioned JFC Research Institute. This is an
online survey of persons (aged 18-69 years) registered with an Internet research firm
and is split into a simple survey (presurvey) to determine whether they are eligible for
the main survey and the comprehensive main one. This is a survey of a wider range of
entrepreneurs than the “Survey of New Business Startups.” According to the report,
women constituted 26.4% of the entrepreneurs who started a business in the last five
years (2017-2021) (preliminary survey) and constituted 40.6% of “part-time
entrepreneurs” (preliminary survey) who devoted less than 35 hours per week to their
businesses. Clearly, a relatively larger number of women are starting their businesses
while balancing household chores, childcare, and nursing care or as a side business.

The fields of business in which people start their enterprises differ between men and
women. Women are more likely than men to start a business in the “lifestyle-related

2 The report analyzes women’s entrepreneurial activity using data from GEM
2021/2022.

3 Total Early-stage Entrepreneurial Activity: as a percentage of the population aged
18-64 years who had just started a business.
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services,” “restaurants,” “retail trade,” “medical care and welfare,” or “education”

<

sectors. Men are more likely than women to work in “construction,” “transportation,”
“academic research, professional, and technical services,” and “information and

communication” (Figure 3).
3 Challenges in providing support for women’s entrepreneurship

The Japanese national and local governments are engaged in gathering information
and developing measures to promote women’s entrepreneurship. According to the
“Survey of Women Entrepreneurs, etc.” conducted in 2015 by the Ministry of Economy,
Trade and Industry (commissioned by EY Advisory) targeting prefectural, municipal,
and other governmental organizations and companies that support women’s
entrepreneurship, the top responses to a question regarding recent female
entrepreneurs and those wishing to start a business were “Social interest in women
starting businesses has increased (47.4%)” and “The number of women who want to
start a business has increased (42.9%).”

Furthermore, some of the challenges faced when starting a business are unique to
women. According to the aforementioned survey, the most common challenges specific
to women starting a business were “Balancing work with housework, childcare, and/or
nursing care” (71.4%), “Lack of management knowledge and know-how” (53.2%), “Lack
of role models” (38.3%), “Financing for opening a business” (37.0%), and “Lack of
expertise and know-how required for the business” (32.5%).

Thus, although women are increasingly interested in entrepreneurship, various
problems will arise if entrepreneurship support measures are planned and
implemented without considering the distinctive characteristics and difficulties of
women entrepreneurs, which differ from those of men. Specifically, for example,
“business start-up seminars” are often held on weekends or weekday evenings for the
convenience of those working in companies (men), but these are times when it is
difficult for women to participate. Women can usually only participate while the
children are at school or before dinner is to be prepared. In addition, if childcare
services are not provided, they must either have someone take care of their children or
pay a high fee to hire a babysitter, which is a significant hurdle. Social gatherings
among seminar participants are often organized as a form of peer support, but these
are also often held on weekday evenings with food and drink, making it difficult for
women with family responsibilities to attend.

The content of “business start-up seminars” requires participants to prepare a
detailed business plan since the objective is to eventually receive a loan from a
financial institution to start a business. However, for women, many of whom want to
start a small business at home, such a detailed plan is not necessary since they do not

plan to obtain financing. We have heard that many women who initially attend the
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seminars quit halfway through because the content is too difficult or they are
concerned about the gap between the type of business they have in mind and the
required business plan.

In addition, women who actually consulted with support organizations or applied for
loans at financial institutions said that they were often disappointed because their
business ideas were not understood by male counselors or loan officers (Table 1). This is
a real challenge faced by women entrepreneurs because their businesses can be
different from those of male entrepreneurs. One factor that discourages women from
starting their businesses is low self-efficacy. A single remark by a person in charge who
does not understand women’s entrepreneurship may cause women to lose confidence,
thereby further deterring them from realizing their entrepreneurial potential.

Especially in regional areas, as opposed to central areas, women are rarely assigned to
be in charge of consultation services at Chambers of Commerce and Industry or public
support organizations related to business and trade. Those in charge who have no
experience in housework, childcare, or nursing care and who have only provided
support to male entrepreneurs cannot understand the business perspectives and

support needs of female entrepreneurs.

4 A case study of women’s entrepreneurship support in a regional city - Toyota City,
Aichi Prefecture

This section describes the process by which the regional city of Toyota City, Aichi
Prefecture, overcame challenges in women’s entrepreneurship and developed effective

support measures.

4.1 Overview of Toyota City

Toyota City, Aichi Prefecture, has a population of approximately 417,000 and is
located about an hour by train from Nagoya or Toyohashi. The headquarters of Japan’s
largest automaker, Toyota Motor Corporation, is located here. According to the Basic
Economic Census conducted in 2014, there were 13,981 business establishments with
253,165 employees located in Toyota City. By industry, the manufacturing sector
constituted 11.2% of the total number of establishments and 43.9% of the total number
of employees. Thus, it is very much a city of automobiles and manufacturing.

Many women who work in the manufacturing industry are employed in factories, and
once they get married and have children, it becomes difficult for them to work night
shifts and often leave their jobs. Accordingly, there is a strong sense of gender role
division of labor in the region, with men working outside the home and women taking
care of housework and childcare. Toyota City has a higher percentage of married
women engaged in housework (full-time housewives) than the nation as a whole

(Figure 4). When their children grow up and want to work, there are not many suitable
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e support others to be more visible and vocal

e promote syncing of mind, body, heart and soul ie polish the diamond
e encourage people to see the good in self and the good in others
model best practice relational leadership and encourage introspection
bridge the cultural divide such as cultural stigma and expectations
ignite confidence, courage and assist ‘suppressed’ individual
unapologetically own vulnerability, sensitivity and fear - why hide?
empower individuals to shed insecurities and ask

develop capabilities and life skills for influencers

demystify change and guide people to better control their life

As well, I now ritually invest time to curb self-sacrificing habits and perform mind-body-heart-
soul activities to avoid future health risks. As a positive outcome, Riad has displayed less
aggression, frustration and maintained cognitive abilities. I, on the other hand, am more attuned to
my inner self and everything I do, | do with intention. We are both much happier, calmer and more
energized.

The knowledge, wisdom and learnings that have come out of the craftivism project has been
monumental. First and foremost, | was able to push past my comfort zone, push for change and
achieve work-life balance, by shifting down a gear. Secondly, |1 am able to approach the blend of
personal and professional sphere with a different lens. Thirdly, 1 am able to use my lived
experiences with dementia and culture, to inspire social change that helps promote equality, equity
and inclusion.

Where | once dealt with cultural challenges with disappointment, conflict or self-doubt, | now
approach difficult situations responsively. More importantly, I hold people in connection, ensuring |
accommodate their individual needs, wants and desires, as well as my own.

All the decisions | make are not only thoughtful but heartfelt. I also consider the mutual interest of
all parties - myself included. | have become a strong advocate for quality care, well-being, quality
engagement and am a bridge for cultural divides.

More importantly, I have learnt to be present, trust the process and surrender control. I have further
developed my soft skills and as a change agent, | am able to advocate on behalf of others to
achieve fairness and justice.

Moving forward, | invite you to join me to inspire others to explore diamonds in the tough.

Let’s ConnEQYt, shine and lead with brilliance.
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ABSTRACT

Leadership is viewed as a crucial component for any civilization to realize its vision.
However, its practices in many communities have been masculinized. In Nigeria, where there
IS no significant difference in the population of women and men, lesser women occupy
leadership position in different sectors of its society. Although, research on women in
leadership particularly in management is abundant, there is paucity of literature about the role
religion plays in determining the positions occupied by women and its impact on their
decision making methods. Therefore, this study examined women’s view on how religion in
Nigeria treat women in leadership positions. In practical terms, this paper provided several
examples that demonstrate the leadership abilities of women, giving them more confidence
to strive for prominent leadership roles in their communities. Finally, highlighting these
skills, can abate the perception that women are inferior to their male counterparts in the
religious sphere and encourage active participation of women in leadership positions.

KEYWORDS: Leadership, religion, women, Nigeria,

1. INTRODUCTION

Leadership is a key element in achieving the vision of any society. Ridgeway (2003)
described leadership essentially as a group rather than an individual experience. It is a result
of the broader processes through which social hierarchies of status, influence, and power
emerge among people with the aim of achieving a common goal or task. Supporting
Ridgeways’ view, Northouse (2019) explained that the process denotes a transactional
occurrence between the leader and the followers, rather than the traits that a leader possesses.
As a result, when leadership is interpreted in this way, it implies that anyone can be a part of
it. Hence, egalitarianism encourages citizens’ (men and women) participation in the
leadership and management of public affairs without any discrimination (Woodburn, 1982).
However, in many societies, leadership has been gendered with its practice tacitly drawn on
hegemonic male images defining what it means to be a leader and act in a leadership role
(Coleman & Fitzgeral, 2008).

Despite the proposition that encouraged all gender to ascend leadership positions,
statistics have shown that in Nigeria, women’s representation in places of authority remains
abysmal. Although, the nation’s population estimated at 49.2% women and 50.8 % men
respectively indicated no significant difference in gender sizes, the leadership positions
across various sectors indicated poor figures for women. The principal positions at the
National assembly showed seven women and 72 men in 2019, while in the national judicial
positions, women represented 28.86% of leaders in 2018 (National Bureau of Statistics,
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2021). Nevertheless, no woman has ever been appointed the secretary to the government of
the federation. At the local government levels, the figures showed 94.09% male and just
5.91% females chairperson (National Bureau of Statistics, 2018).

Then, why is there the case of lesser women than men in leadership positions? Some
factors, such as religion, culture, education, and politics, have been observed to play
significant roles. Klingorova (2015) argued that the interpretation of religious texts as well as
the sociocultural structures of religious organizations influence women's position in society.
For instance, women are not allowed to climb to certain levels of religious hierarchy in
numerous Christian churches due to their interpretation of Biblical tenets about leadership
(Vandima, 2020). Whereas some Islamic scholars affirmed Muslim leadership and
followership behavior as being based upon God’s word as written in the Qur’an (Mohamad &
Raji, 2021). In contrast, Chuku (2009) disclosed a different situation in African religion
setting, which considered women to be equal with men and treated them with respect.
Priestesses were as potent as priests, performing rituals to gods on their people's, behalf, and
wielding authority in the community.

There exists an abundance of study on women in leadership, especially in management
and secular businesses. However, there is a knowledge gap on the role that religion plays in
defining the positions women occupy and how it impacts their decision-making processes.
Therefore, the purpose of this paper was to examine the impact of prevailing religions on
women’s leadership positions and how they lead in Nigeria.

2. METHODOLOGY

This study was spurred by the quest to understand the effect of religion on Nigerian
women’s leadership position and their qualities. Qualitative method was used to achieve this
research with the following questions:

1. How has the dogma of the main religions in Nigeria affected the possibilities of
women occupying leadership positions in the country?
2. What is the perception of women on the ways religious beliefs has affected

leadership styles in Nigeria?

Data collection included telephone interviews with six women in leadership positions of
the three main religion (Traditional, Christianity and Islam) in Nigeria. A purposeful
sampling method was used to access two participants from each religion community. So, the
researcher approached previously known members in the three communities who helped
identify participants for the research. Specifically, participants from the Christian groups
were selected from one orthodox church (Catholic) and one Pentecostal (Assemblies of God)
church. Participants from the traditional religion were identified through Google search for
women Traditional religion worshipers in Nigeria since the religion is the least prominent
among others.

Interview protocols was prepared prior to field data collection using the research
questions to guide the processes and serve as reminder for information to collect during
questioning (Jacob & Furgerson, 2012). Semi-structured, open-ended questions was
developed for the interview. Following the suggestion of Lichtman (2013), a general set of
questions was used for all participants but varied depending on situations (Fontana & Frey,
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2005). Also, informed consents were acquired from participants to ensure their rights,
confidentiality, and protection from potential risks (Smith, 2005).

3. DISCUSSION
3.1 Religious Beliefs About Gender Equality in Leadership

In response to the question about how the dogma of the main religions in Nigeria
affected the possibilities of women occupying leadership positions, it was observed that
religion is multifaceted and encompasses a wide range of ideas, practices (Hemming &
Madge, 2012). Many religious traditions directly and indirectly communicate messages about
gender specific hierarchy to their followers. In the book "Women and Gender,"” Ahmed
(1992) extensively discussed the place of women in Islam. The author contended that the
explicit addressing of women and men in the Qur'an implied spiritual equality, in contrast to
the fundamental assumptions of women's limited role in some Islamic civilizations. Some
proponents of Islam have construed the Holy Qur'an, which is the primary source of Islamic
law, to put women as absolute subordinates of men inside the family and in society.

Doing a review of female leadership in Islam to get the perception women on the ways
its beliefs has affected their leadership styles in Nigeria, it was observed that women Muslims
were not open to sharing their experiences. Several efforts to get the participants speak to the
researcher got a constant reference to the Qur'an. Therefore, the finding of this study is
confined to the scriptural treatment of female leadership according to the Quran and Sunnah.

Consequently, Shehabuddin (2000) noted that two Quranic verses are frequently
misinterpreted to acknowledge men's supremacy over women: First, chapter four of the
Qur'an, An-Nisa 4:34 ("the women"), stated that: “Men are the caretakers of women, as men
have been provisioned by Allah over women and tasked with supporting them financially.
And righteous women are devoutly obedient and, when alone, protective of what Allah has
entrusted them with. And if you sense ill-conduct from your women, advise them first if they
persist, do not share their beds, but if they persist, then discipline them gently. But if they
change their ways, do not be unjust to them.” (Qur’an, An-Nisa 4:34).

Hence, several explanations of Q. 4:34 have highlighted the position of women in places
of authority among Islamic believers. Ali (2003) revealed that interpreters from various
perspectives have raised a key question about this verse to probe whether men are in control
of women. Some traditional explanation of this section emphasized female obedience and
male authority, while modern interpretations underscore female autonomy. Second, Qur’an
Al-Bagara 2: 228 indicated that "women have rights similar to those of men equitably,
although men have a degree of responsibility above them." As a result, some proponents take
the words to suggest that God made women to be perpetually dependent on men
(Shehabuddin, 2000).

Although Muslansir (2007) and Hasan (2016), on the other hand, contested this in their
retold case of the Queen of Sheba as a revered leader in the Qu’ran. Also, some Islamic
scholars have argued that in terms of leadership roles, Muslim women typically believe that
their primary responsibility is to help community members rather than to focus too much on
themselves to increase the group's capabilities (Mohamad & Raji, 2021).

Closely related to Islamic misinterpretation of the Qur’an is the perception about Biblical
injunctions regarding women in leadership roles. Some discriminating practices against
women in church leadership have been hinged on the out-of-context understanding of the
Bible in certain Christian denomination. For example, Carbajal (2018), claimed that a
misreading of the text from the New International Version (2021, Gen. 2:18) — "The Lord
God said, 't is not healthy for the man to be alone." I will create him a suitable assistant,” to
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denote a higher role for men and a subordinate position for women has contributed to
increasing marginalization of women as spiritual leaders.

In that instance, the participants from the Christian religion think that the religion has
impeded and is still impeding women in leadership. According to one of the participants, the
Christian culture has already played a huge role in relegating women, and now modern
religion is not helpful. “Women are still seen as and termed the weak vessel because there are
various doctrines that backs this up.” Women leadership in Nigeria will only get better when
we start tackling the limiting aspects of Religion. Therefore, complicated biblical
understandings have affected women’s progression to leadership positions in churches.
Though, Talabi-Adeniran (2021) argued that, while women primarily played the roles of
mothers and wives in the Old Testament, there were a few women in the same Bible who
were outstanding leaders. Women like Deborah, Esther, Huldah, Miriam, and a few others
were judges, prophetesses, and even warriors that led the Israelites to victory and salvation.

Unlike the other religions, the context of African Traditional religion sees women in
leadership positions as prescribed by the prevailing culture in that domain. Accordingly,
culture consists of customs, traditions, beliefs, behavior, clothes, language, works of art and
craft, and an attitude toward life, among other things. (Familusi, 2012). Idumwonyi (2018)
argued that cultural beliefs and social constructs have detrimental effects on gender relations
in imagined rather than real ways. In the case of African Traditional religion, it is somewhat
different than other religious practices in treating women as leaders. Religion is intertwined
with culture, which has been described as a way of life (Ezenagu, 2017). Within the tradition,
Chuku (2009) observed that women and men are bestowed equal responsibilities to serve as
diviners. Priestesses were as authoritative as priests, performing rites to the gods on their
people's behalf and wielding influence in society. However, Makama (2013) recognized that
a discriminatory system based on traditional characteristics impedes women's ability to
advance to positions that can contribute substantially to community development.

To sum up this discussion, Cassese & Holman (2016) posited that, by most
measurements, women are more religious than males, but devout women do not participate in
politics at high rates even though religion provides its followers with a variety of civic skills
that motivate them to participate in politics. Reasons for this could be attributed to the
researchers’ contention that gender socialization toward cultural expectations of boys and
girls is integrated into accepted norms and practices in society, corporate offices, and
religious settings (Jaiyeola & Aladegbola, 2020).

3.2 The Impact of Religion on Women’s Leadership Styles

Different religious beliefs impact gender and leadership, which might influence the
leadership style of women in power. In Nigeria, there are three dominant religious practices:
Christianity, Islam, and Tradition. Among the religious worshipers are men and women,
however, each has their own notion of women's leadership, thus contributing to the style of
the few women in power. In the view of Otinche and Nnabuenyi (2015), one of the methods
of allocating leadership responsibilities to males and females in Nigeria is through religious
standards of Tradition, Christianity, and Islam.

The Christian religion in Nigeria is a prevailing force that dominates both men's and
women's lives in the country (Okoli & Okwuosa, 2020). From the origin of Christianity in
Nigeria, many individuals have accepted the faith and its teachings, thereby transforming
most of the cultural values of the society. The authors explained that even though women
make up majority of churchgoers, in several instances they are rarely permitted to rise to the
top levels of Church administration or serve on higher decision-making bodies. They are
instead sidelined.
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Because of the relegation, Christian women have devised a different style of leadership,
which is synonymous with the explanation of Hogg (2001)—people with influence over
positions, activities, and the destiny of group members. In this type of leadership, influence
becomes the key to achieving collective processes and followers are willing to collaborate
with the leader. So, through women’s organizations, mission societies, and wives of the
ministers they have fitted into the function of educators and facilitators in religious arena
(Talabi-Adeniran, 2021). Some of these women also lead other establishments, such as non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) and corporate entities affiliated to their husband's
ministry. Upholding this view, Idumwonyi (2018) observed that women spend most of their
time and energy developing groups or settings that allow them to air their views in and
outside of the religious community.

Similarly, in Islam, which is the dominant religion in northern Nigeria, women play
supporting roles in leadership as well. Jason (2020) explained that some reforms in Islam has
targeted women in leadership roles. For instance, the Nasrul-Lahi-il Fathi Society of Nigeria
(NASFAT) has made leadership roles available to women. NASFAT's female representatives
serve on the National Executive Council and make strategic decisions on planning, policy,
and investment at the highest level of the organization. Also, NASFAT's women's wing has
been effective in elevating Muslim women's religious status and gathering them together for
learning objectives such as vocational training, Arabic courses, and tafsir (Qur'anic exegesis)
workshops.

In the case of African Traditional religion, it is somewhat different than other religious
practices in treating women as leaders. ldumwonyi & Eduviere (2021) argued that, like
Abrahamic religion's command, culture has promoted subservience in the way women
approach leadership in African religion. Though women carry out religious activities such as
divination, native doctors, and priests, they do so to a lesser extent than men. Further to this,
Olatunji (2013) opined that in the same way that some Christians and Muslims misinterpret
the Bible and Qur’an to favor men more than women, some African Traditionalists have
twisted the custom to suit their interests and blamed the same on culture. This demonstrates
that traditional religion is not biased against women in terms of governance.

4. CONCLUSION

There have been several arguments that women are major stakeholders in the
development of every society, including Nigeria. It is also evident in the religious setting,
especially in Christianity, that women are more religious and are doing great in the ministry
when used by the same God. However, they are relegated to subordinate positions in terms of
leadership. This paper examined how the main religions in Nigeria view women in leadership
positions. It considers the influence that these beliefs have on the leadership styles of women.
Also, various factors that prevent women from occupying key positions thereby limiting their
leadership roles to supportive roles were considered.

The study revealed that because of various factors that discriminate against women, their
leadership roles are more of an influence and support than being in principal leadership
positions. While Christianity and Islam gave women largely supporting roles in leadership,
traditional worshipers were not opposed to women taking the lead, though men have tried to
push women back and blame it on tradition. In practical terms, this paper provides several
examples that demonstrate the leadership abilities of women, giving them more confidence
to strive for prominent leadership roles in their communities.

Consequently, religious tenets may not have placed women in an unequal position with
men in leadership, but the nature of power, interpretations, beliefs, and culture have been
used to politicize women's status in ways that benefit males at the expense of women.
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Therefore, it is the submission of this paper that women should no longer be viewed
primarily in a negative light but must be accorded the same respect and position as their male
counterparts. Extoling their skills, can lessen the perception that women are inferior to men
in the religious sphere and endorse active participation of women in leadership positions.
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How to Find Freedom in an Unfree World
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Abstract:

The pandemic simply highlighted and demonstrated our complete emotional reliance on the outside
world, as we sought illusory safety. We often live in tension and wait for something to happen.
Emotional dependency holds a person hostage to his own emotions and drains his strength, energy,
and life. Emotional involvement confuses our brains and increases the effect of helplessness, and
anger. We feel guilty. And as a result, we shift responsibility for our lives rather than generating
daily self-sufficiency through acceptance, curiosity, and action.

Any fear is the fear of uncertainty, and the frame of limitations and illusions is broad here. Is there
anything that can help us to accept the uncertainty and find the right way to befriend this fear?

During Alexandra’s research on her fear of communication, she found and conducted a list of helpful
tips that helped her not only befriended with fear but also broadened her hobbies to include being an
anchor in the media centre and a public speaker. Those new skills were familiar, but not obvious.
And not only helped her to overcome her current fear but became a powerful tool for future
situations that could happen.
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To live free and happily, you must sacrifice boredom.
It is not always an easy sacrifice.
Richard Bach.

My name is Alexandra. | am a certified ICF coach, mediator, and inspirational speaker. Simply put,
as a life and business coach | offer the opportunity for anyone, who wants to break free from his
limitations, go beyond his consciousness, explore the corners of the subconscious, and achieve a
state of balance, harmony, calmness, and confidence that leads to success. As a mediator, | help
people who do not understand each other to common ground and shared interests in order to resolve
their conflicts in a win-win-win situation. And as a speaker, | share with you interesting and useful
information about the fundamental factors of human relations: fears, anxiety, uncertainty, personal
and professional growth, and transformations that occur during coaching sessions at every stage of
the process. And right now, I will share with you the knowledge and skills that have made my life
better.

Today | would like to speak about «How to Find Freedom in an Unfree world». We all went through
the COVID-19 pandemic. Some of us were concerned, others panicked, and others still saw no
reason to be concerned. Moreover, during times of global upheaval, people behave differently.
Stress, depressive disorders, mysophobia, anxiety, insomnia, emotional instability, post-traumatic
syndrome, fear of death, and other factors disrupted our lives during the outbreak. But why do we
usually focus on the negative aspects of such situations rather than accepting that we can’t change
things and figuring out how to live in these uncertain times? Why do we concentrate on the end
rather than the beginning? Why do we hope and wait for help instead of cultivating resilience,
optimism, and the desire to be? Simply put, how can we find freedom in an unfree world?

To be honest, the pandemic simply highlighted and demonstrated our complete emotional reliance
on the outside world, as we sought illusory safety. Living in an unhealthy relationship and attempting
to keep the family illusionary leads to uncertainty. It can have a wide range of negative
consequences, ranging from psychologically unstable children to personal burnout. Everyday home-
work-home does not guarantee stability in the future. Imposing your unrealized dreams on your
children does not guarantee their happiness. Moreover, it does not guarantee their gratitude during
your old age. "Do like everyone else" will not save you from disappointment and anxiety if your
results differ from those of others. We often live in tension and wait for something to happen.
Emotional dependency holds a person hostage to his own emotions and drains his strength, energy,
and life. Emotional involvement confuses our brains and increases the effect of helplessness, and
anger. We feel guilty. And as a result, we shift responsibility for our lives rather than generating
daily self-sufficiency through acceptance, curiosity, and action.

Any fear is the fear of uncertainty; fear of communication is no exception. And the frame of the
unknown is broad here, encompassing everything from what people will think of me to how I should
interact with them. And no one knows what lies beyond the confines of a tense, compressed, hidden-
in-a-lump person. Take note that we are now discussing limitations and illusions. But eventually, I
accepted my harsh reality and allowed fear to enter my life.

So, when I accepted my fear of communication as a component of my fear of the unknown, | noticed
how the tense feeling transformed into the released energy. How did | accept it? "Yes, | am scared
and afraid,” I told myself loudly. It took several days for this acceptance to take root in me, and then
the question arose: what can | do with this fear?

So, we can already construct a chain of new skill development that begins with awareness of the
state, progresses to acceptance, and finally to curiosity. What do you think the next step should be?
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Research or exploration of the inner self. Because all the answers to any questions reside deep inside
of us. And this adventure appears to be both frightening and appealing. Only half of the journey has
been completed, and the emphasis has shifted from fear to research and finding an answer to the
question.

During my research on communication apprehension, | was transported back to my childhood, when
I was not afraid to be visible, talk, meet new people, and communicate. So, what happened
throughout my entire life? Exploring myself, | discovered various sources that contributed to this
fear. As a coach, | can say that these sources also intersected with my clients. They are as follows:
Fear of Failing, Fear of Evaluation, Fear of Making Mistakes, Fear of Imperfection, Fear of Looking
Stupid, Fear of Feeling Embarrassed, and a variety of other emotions. Familiar? Everything
mentioned above is a result of our reaction to the unfair world around us. Realizing this, | wanted to
find, feel, and cultivate inner freedom that is not dependent on external factors.

The next step in cultivating inner freedom was to find a communication coach who would support all
my positive changes and achievements as they appeared on my life path. | began to feel liberated,
and my curiosity grew like never before. Thus, simply communicating has become insufficient for
me, and | have broadened my hobbies to include being an anchor in the media centre and a public
speaker, and | continue to work on my inner freedom, not out of fear, but out of personal stability.
Optimism, curiosity, and a strong desire to follow my chosen path all greatly helped me.

The chain of new skills cultivation can be continued. We settled on curiosity to test my abilities.
Then came the action, which was an exploration or research of the inner self to fulfil the desire to be.
To be means to be both “inside and outside oneself”. That is, the internal is transmitted without
distortion and with incredible gentleness, care, and warmth to the external world. And you are free to
separate yourself from both people and circumstances because nothing can destroy the perfect
ecosystem of the true self.

Let me summarize the chain of new skills that could help me find freedom in an unfree world. So,
the first step was to recognize the fear, then accept it; then focus on the question, "What can I do in
this situation?"; then use curiosity to get into self-exploration; the next step is to find the sources and
work on them; and finally, focus on communication-related activities and enjoy the growth and
desire to be. Do you agree? | do too. And, yes, I had the option of continuing to live with this fear,
circling in a vicious circle, growing the internal experiences to the point of disaster, or recognizing
and accepting it, shifting the focus of attention, and broadening horizons. Second-order thinking was
my choice.

"In the truest sense, freedom cannot be bestowed; it must be achieved.” - Elbert Hubbard (June 19,
1856 — May 7, 1915)
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