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Figure 3
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First life-space drawing_a-one by a 35-year-old
art book editor, who is married.,
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Figure 5

First life-space drawing by unemployed, divorced
38-year=old woman.
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FEMINISM AND PSYCHOLOGICAL AUTONOMY: A STUDY IN DECISION- MAKING

Autonomy for me is believing in my own ability

.

to, do what I want to do, ... then taking productive,

creative stepS toward fulfil kng my own goals. ...

. Autonomy for me is a personal thing, an internal

thing, feeling that I have power .1

:This study investigates psychological 'autonomy in women in ielation

to the process of decision-making: By aUtonomy, we mean self-rule, or more

4ify

broadly, self-determination. When women arq meeting the expectations of

$.0
predetermined rolesolthen we are not autonomous.: By challenging the con-

.

ditioning that limited women's options, the contemiorary feminist movement

'provides a social context for women to examine the conduct of their lives,

and to consider flaking changes in the direction of greater autonomy.

Some critics,,attribute to-the feminist movement a iew set of eiceacta-

,

tions for women, as binding and constricting-a the old set. In this
4
interpretation, women must become "achievers' and those 4-thout a career

,Se a

are seen as failures, much as in the older stereoty0e those with careers

were seen to be failures as women. This pre6sure to conform does not

create options,, but simply replaces one kind-of limiting conditioning with

WO

1A11 participant quotes cited in this paper are taken from questionnaire

fesponses or tape transcripts of groupsessions.

I
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another. In our ,concept, an autonomous decision draws from the feminist

e
movement an awareness of options. From this.perspetive, a decision to

go to wo,t-k and a decision to stop working could..be.equally autonomous

decisions for two women in differing life circumsiances.2

,9
An awareness of options does not by itself lead automatically to

greater autonomy'. It Ls outside,of the scope of this paper to document

the economic and social barriers to the achievement of full self-determi-
.

nation for women (Blaxall & Reagan, 1976, among others). But beyond that,

translating autonomy into the realm of behavior is-a matter of individual

decisions and actions, however minute. Our early research indicated that

the strength of conditioning and socialization for the role of "woman"

makes self-interested decision-making'deeply conflictual. We found that,

in seeking to make decisions that were not "selfless" in'the classic pre--

scription but that focused on what the ,roman wanted fore herself, many women

expressed great anxiety.3

.

fn seeking a means to reduce the anxiety surrounding self-interested

decision-making among women, we designed a small group workshop. In a

traditional decision-making'group, the purpose is to guide the participants

toward a certain conformity of opinions and actions (Klein) 1963). In

contrast, the workshop we developed used the small group, with the pres-

sures that no doubt exist within any such groupAto reach a diversity: as

in the conscioUsness-raising prOcess developed,by thecoritemporary feminist

L

2Actual decisions by two members of the group we studied; see results, below.

3Our workis, in part, in the context of the issues raised by achievement

motivation research (Hoffman, 1972; Horner, 197; O'Leary, 19]4).

t
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movement, we vidght to facilitate decision-making by each participant in-

her own interesand for hexself.-.

... I .

Our original design was a one-session workshop for a small group of

women which incorporated-our *modification of the life-spice drawing.4 Our

current researckbuilds on that workshop, expanding it into a one-year
.

. .

study, in which we inveAigated.the following questions:
.

(1) What proportion of'the women who participate

in the group setting we design identify aread for,

. decision-making?
.

oo

(2) What proportion of .the participants take actions

in the decision-making areas they identify? (For this

study; a de,pision is defined as an'action taken and

reported to the researchers.)

(3) What components'in the process of decision-making

within the group setting can be identifi4d?

A I

Method

The design wasia series of four sessions with a group of 15 women;
PI y

held dui-ing
.

a two-month period with a follow-up-one year later.

4

O

4In the original life-space drawing, the individual draws a "topology" whiCh

includes the person, his/her goals, and the path he/shecan take to achieVe

them. By implication, it is future-oriented (Lewin, 1935; Schdlz, Prince, &

Miller, 1975). The technique was- initially modified by Hover1 Levy, & gecks

(1971); the modification omits the goal'- orientation and focused-on the present

reality.
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Group Members

4
The group,Was. recruited through notices in local'newspagers and on

flyers eading;" "Feminist project: seeking women considering changes to

participate in study of decision-maktng." Respondents were interviewed

by telephone and given -a full description of,the research ifroject. Those

women willing to attend all four sessions and to release all materials to

the researchers under a guarantee of anonymity were admitted to the group
(

. .

on a first-come bas. None of the participants was previously known to

either researcher. i 1

The fifteen women5 ranged-inage from 21 to 54 -- four were in their
c

20's, three in their 30's; foUr in their 40's and four in their 50's.

Within the group, three wyre colledting'unemployment benefits
)

th, ee were-

sel.f7emp7.oyed business-wqmen,4tne was a sales re-presentativel.one,was a
1

.

women's rights worker, one was a,computer.programmer, three were full-time

housewiveslone.was a free-lance editori and twodwere teachers. Two had

been in a women's groupo(consciousneSs-raising) previously; 13 had not.

. Nine reported private or gioup therapy experience;sik did not. At the

tbe the study began, five women were single; four were married; six were
/

.

.

ivorced. Eight participants had no children; seven 46d children, of whom
,

three had young children still athOme. The group consisted of v./omen
,

//r

N*
"touched" by feminism, in that.thei responded to the wording "feminist

.
.

. .,

project" in the announcerent df.the study, but did not identify themselves

5.Fifteen of the 18 women whom we inerviewed and who attended the first

session eemal.ned for the entire study. A. 19th attending atthe ftvitation

of a friend did clot return for subsequent sessions.

10
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as active feminists (onl' two mentioned previous involvement, in feminist

organizations). Thus with regard to age, occupation, and experience, the

group was heterogeneous.

Group Sessions

The sessions; three and one -half hours ha h, held at a college-)

women's center on four'evenings from March through May 1975, spaced progres-

sively two, three", and four weeks apart.

At the first-session
) after abrief introduction to the themes of auton-

-....
omy and decision-making, p asked the participants to "draw a picture of how

,

you' spend your time, labelling every part," including the areas they found

hard to draw or the places where they felt "stuck.' We explained that the '

pictures could be realistic or abstract, as were the models displayed, and
4

that they required no artistic talent. We supplied 18" x 24" newsprint paper

and drawing materials. When the drawings were completed, the women formed

pairs and explained their drawings to one another. Each person then 4,a0 an

8
opportunity to re-examine her drawing and to make any clarifications she chose.

Finally the entire group reconvened and each person described her drawing.

' Insert Plate 1 about here
4 4-*

At the second session
)
we shied the group a model of a three-field
*.

4011,

analysis (Hover, Levy, &-Sacksl, 1971). We asked each person to choose a.

dilemma, "a particular issue or area that you want to change''' We directed
. ,

them to write 4e dilemma in the center of the newsprint paper and on either

side, to list facilitatiog and restraining forces in resolving that dilemma.

The group was then divided into two sections,: ach led by one of the leaders, -

f

in which the women presented and explained their dilemmas.
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Insert Plate 2 about here

At the third sesbion, we summatIzed and discussed common themes among

the facilitating and restraining forces that the women had listed on their

force-field analyses. Each woman then described to the whole group the cur-

rent status of the dilemma.she had outlined at the previous session.

Atthefinal,sess we repeated the procedure of the first: eachido

woman drew a life-space drawing. `In addition, on the back of the drawings,

the women Completed the sentence: "Autonomy for me is They(then

presented their drawings to the entire gioup focusing on any. changes they

tad made in the two-month period.

Throughout the four sessions, the-procedures we followed as group

leaders were: At the beginning of each session, we outlined the fOrmat

N.,

for that session, including the activities and the time allocated for each.

We organized the sessions to assure both adequate time foreach person to'

do her life-space drawings and force-field analysis alone, and an equal

opportunity for each to present her drawings to the group. Finally, in

guiding the discussions, -we established as the subject matter what the

participants volunteered on their drawings and in their presentations,

plus anycommentary tqt was generated, without pressing'for further self-
.

revelation. Ye asked, and,encouraged others to ask, clarifying questions

about the meaning of particular elements in the drawings; and avoidedlland.

discourage& others from making, judgmental,comments.

Data Collection ,

4

,All life-space drawings,and force-field analyses were collected. 41,1

12
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,

sessions were tape-recorded with the written consent of participants. 6

. .

Participants completed peAonal information sheets at the first and fourth
,

sessions. At the end of each'session, the women completed an .open-encreci-..
9

questionnaire, which included th following items: (1) their reactions to

the slipton; (2) their reactions to the task; (3) aspects of their life-

*
space they felOgood about;, (4) aspects they wanted to work on; d(5) new

actions they wanted

One year after

questionnaire to ea c

to try. -

the final sesOion, in May, 1276, wesent a follow -up

Irparticipan along with-a covering letter and their

origindl life-space drawings. This questionndire, returneI by 15 out of 15

participants, included an up-date of pertonal information, reactions to the.

andgroup eXperience, and ationglpn the issues which concerned them during the

sessions.

Functidns of Instruments

Life -spade Drawings7

A 8.The life-space drawing at the first session had two salient functions.
ar

First, the participants used the drawing to gain a perspective,00,their cur-
,

rent life situations as one woman said "-to find out where I'm at." Some
7-

participant comments illustrate this first function.

't

lko

6All drawings were reproduced in slides anl then in color prints. -Tape re-

cordings were transcribed.

7 6;
Data drawn from transcript of Session I and Questionnaire I.

0
'The present study includes no data from the second life -space drawings, as

the researcheis found them peripheral to the decision-making process as re-

ported by the participants.

- 13
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It was interesting to see how the pieces of my life

fit together --tort of an aerial view. ... I-think

it was very productive in helping me see my,life in

, perspective.

444

realized how empty my life is at this point.

f17 wanted to draw and to obierve myself drawing

so ... I might sneak up on the realest me. ..: The

contents of my li-fe /are/ riclier on viewing than

I had thought. 4

Further, by examining and describing their drawings, the participants
C

identified aspects of their situations which they-perceived to be conflic-

tual (Machover, 1949). Some participant.comments ftom,Session I demonstrate

this second function. X.

Insert Plates 3, 4, 5 about here
,

I have mostly the supportive things and the things

Plat lift me up over here .-.,". 'All these squigglj

lines are problems. The biggest thing for me is the

\money-making area .... I realized how unfulfilling
p

the work was /free-lance editing/. ... I've sort oi

played it out and I want, as I have young children,

and as I continue, whether they are young or old --

tohe_financially independent and doing work that I
6

really like.

14
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I have two children that I am proud of and I am just

a housewoman. nd I feel that I have to make a change.

I am not happy 'at this time with what I am ... doing.

And I just wrote what my day is, you know. I eat, eat,

and eat. Thisiv the first thing I'm doing. And after

that I clean and I cook and I watch television and I

read andread and I shop and gostip and I. socialize occa-

",siOnally an4 that's why I am very moody and depressed and

dissatisfied.

A

This is very chaotic and it sort of surprised me. I didn't
4

think that I was quite as chaotic as that. But I guess I

am'I... I noticed -- I didn't,do this intentionally --

this happened, that I put circles around everything; and

the only thitig I didn't put a circle around is,the writing

.... I've felt very., very blocked in the writing.

Force-field Analysis9

The participants used the forte-field analysis to focus on a single

3

dilemm,.and to separate and examine the forces that they identified as

stopping them from (revtraining) or helping them toward (facilqitating)' a

resolution of the conflict underlying that dilemma. Thirteen of 15 partic-

ipants cited this step as useful orif4cilitative in their decision-making

process. 10 Some comments on this lunotion of the force-field analysis were:

9
Data drawn from Questionnaires XI and III.

10
Two participants made no such specific reference io.the farce-field analysis.
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It narrowed down your "dilemmas".to one and made you

really think on just one problem.

Made me realize that it's important to focus on a par-

A ticular issue(s) rather than the whole generalized

11 aotic mess!

Zeroing in was a,good idea and. difficult -- essential.

7

The women listed nearly equal,numbers of facilitating and restraining

forces (99 and 91 respectively). 01 the 91 restraining forces, only five

oriebout fi)e percent referred to Obstaclesrdifficulties they perceived

as outside of their control, inclucfing age.and the limited availability of

jobs. The majority of the restraining forces, 86 or about 95 percent, were,

upon discussion_and_re-examination, perceived as being potentially within

-their control and therefore amenable to change. Some examples here were:

If 1 m shy," "unsure about my abilities," "might be' rebuffed," amt "I'll never'

get anything interesting °to jdo/."

Using the feedback of,,the group, the participants found that they per-
.

.,` 4
oeived their facilitating forces-as'''stronger and their restraining forces

, .
.

.

as weaker than they had previously believed, and thus were able to 'increase

their sense of autonomy with referdaceto the conflict. After the discus-
,.

T , 4
sion, two participants commented, -

the tistraining forces seemed less valid and the

A'

facilitating forces seemed stronger:

As a result of talking and of the group's support,

the negative factors lost'some of their power.



As one participant concluded,
I

by Loseting up the dillemma and choosing one path,.

I could pare,m4ay irrelevant issues and retain those

that needito bedealt with now or at some future date.
.

/
The dilemma served

I
to keep me immobilized -- no risks,.

no gains.

Decision4faking Areas

,

.

Resultsland Discussion

k

. 1

tu first research question was What proportion of the ,participants

entfied areas for decision-making? At the first session; all 15 partic-
i

ipa is (100%) identified areas for decision- making, ranging Irbm on

areas perpersonlin eight categories as listed in Table 1.-

ik
Insett Table 1 about.here

...
.

..

As Table 1 indicates, work/school/career and personal growth ere the

to four

majoi decision. making areas within the group, with 13 participants (87%)

and Li participants (737) citing each area respectively., Less th n half

liof the group (7 Part.cipants)47%)-cited love relationships. c nsider-
.4

ably smaller number -of thd women were concerned ith other are three

(20%) with health and age, two 4.1,3%) with leisure activities one (7%)

in each of the remaining *cies -- friendships, parehthoo nd feminist

activities.

Actions Reported

1

Our second research question was: What proportion of t 9 participants
. %

)

took actions in the;iecision-making areas ,,they identifiedt

.

IC . wi
k

17
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TABLE 1

Areas for Decision-Making and

Number, of PartifipantsCiting Each Azad,

(N = 15)

I

Area for

Decisiop-Making

,Work/school/career

Self-understandingZ

personal growth

Love relationships

Health/age.

0.

Leisure activities

Friendships

Tarenthood

Feminist activities

Number of Participants

. Citing Each- Area

n 70

13, 87

11 73

7 47

3 20

2 13

1 7,

7.

1 7

Note: The categories were derived from an examination of4:the

first life-space drawingS'and the women's'statements agot.it the

drawingi on the tape'transcript, conjunCtibn with Question-

naire I. There was 100% rater agreement, as in all tabulations.
.

. ,

I
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Asof the follow- up,all 15 participants (100%) reportecractions in

the eight areas identified at the outset, of the study, in a range of from
'1

one to'six.areas per person. We defined actions as initiatives reported

by a_participan. An initiative includes starting or stopping some act4v-
/

ity;'it does not include continuing an activity already in progress at the
. _

outset'of the study. This definition was expanded in one category, persOnal
%.

growth, to include statements to the researchers reporting self-attitudinal

change.

Table 2 presents the areas of actions repOrted, tfte:Ilumber of partic-

ipants who report actions in an area originally identified by plem, and the

number who report actions in a "new," not previously identified area.

Insert Table-2 about here I.

Of the 15 women in the group/ 12 reported actions in all the areas they

,cited originally, from one action in one area to four out Of four. The re-.

maining_three women took Actions in pne or more original areas. Thus 100
y

percent of the participants took at least one action in at least one original
/

decision-making area, and 80 percent todk actions in every original decision-
.

making area. In addition, 11 women (73%) took actions in from one to four

"hew" areas, that is, areas not cited by them at the first session, while

four (27%) did note

-Insert Tables 3 and 4 about here

Several examples of actions reported follow. In tharea of work/

school /career, one participant began to make, a living in her :choseU field,

writing and translating; a second took,a leave of absence hob an unsatisfying

1 9 "_



TABLE.2.

Areas o Actions and Number of Participants

Reporting Actions in Each Area

(N = 15)

Areas of Actions

4

Number Reporting Actions

n.Original In "New"

Total No.

Reporting

Actions in

Atea'._ Area Area

n , %

Work/school/.

career ' 12 1 13 87

Self-Understanding/

, -

personal growth 10
"

13 87

Love relationships 6 1 7 47

Health /age 2 2 4 27

Leisure activities 2 5 7 47

Friendships 1 6 7 47

Parenthood 1 0 c) 1 7

Femintst4ctivities 1 V\ 2 -3 20

Actions tabulated from follow-tip OuestOnnaire V.
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TABLE 3

Number of Participants Reporting Actions
4

in Original Decision-Making Areas

(N =4 15)

Range of Originally'

Cited Areas

No. Reporting Actions

Iri All In Some In No

Areas ,Areas .Areas

1

2

3

4

2 0 , 0'
I

4.

6 3

3

Totals ,ig ; 0

*One of three and two of thfee.

21

0

r.
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TABLE 4-

Numb4r of-Participants Reporting

Actions in "0.1" Arieas

'

(N = 15)

Range of

t

"NW Areas

0

1

2 )
.,\...._,-

; 3

4
..,

...

t

A

°

-No. Reporting

ACtions

t

4

5 u

4,
A

1
4

4

I

.3,

22

I

o

6

..,

6

3
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job with the city government. In the area of,health, one roman reported

a weight loss of 75 excess .pounds. And in the area of personal growth,

another parti;110ant reported successfully scheduling lei.pure activities
*'

along with her work fbr the first time.

Components. of the Decision-Making PkolCess

_our tnid research questionyas: What components in the piocesd of

decisiOn-makingyithin the group setting can be identified"? Thb data indi-

cate that the participants made differential use -of the reibut es available

0'
to them. We have already described t fqwtions of the life- pace drawings

and the force-field analyses. ,

Leaders' role.11 In' addition, some participants, more th n others;

found the interventions and theorganizatibnal methods of the Ileadees fqcil-

itative of decision-making. A,total of nine-participants 'mad 16 comments

about the role, of the leaders. Five participants made eight comments indi-

cating that a leader's "suggestion was the key" or "was important tome,"

or that they found the fo'rmat Useful Four participanta,mhde eight critical

comments, quettioning the mode.of organization, desiring more "structure,"

or asking for a more "probing" approach. 4,Six participants made no comment

regarding the leaders' role. Thus one-third of.the participants found the

leaders' role helpful, four expressed misgivinggil and for slightly more than

one-third the leaders' role did not elicit reaction.

Role of participants. jtither, the data indicaterttorta-mijor component-

in the decision-making process,was the presence and the participation of the

group members. Table 5 presents the categories and the distribution of com-
w.

mends by participants regarding their interactions with other group members.

Insert Table5 about here,

11Responses tabulated from Questionnaires I-V.
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TABLE 5

Categories and Distribution of Participant Responses

Regarding Interactions with Other Participants

(N = 15)

Category of Response No. Respond.ng ' Distribution of ReSponses Per Category

Per Category r

( 4 of N) . Positive Negative Total %

Gt'igeas/advice

from others '14 ....(93t) 30
,..

33 '27

Get support from

others . 12 -(80%) - 37 6 43 36

Find others

interesting ft (73%) 17 0 17 '14

'Find pleasure in

others' gains 9 (60%) 12 1 13 11

Obsersie commonality 8 (53%) 15 0 15 . 12

Total No. of Responses 111 10 . 121

(92%). (8%) (10070)

4
NoteVTabulated from Questionnaires I-V.
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The fifteen participants in the group made a total of 121 comments

regarding their interactions with the other women. Of these1.111 or 92

percent were positive, while 10 or eight percent were negative. The posi-
'

tive responses were distributed as follows: Fourteen women repoited re-

ceiving "ideas,' "suggestions," clarification. or aid in focusing from

other group members (30 comments or 27% of the positive comments), while

12 said they got "reassurancell' "support," and "strength" from the other

Women in the, group (37 'comments or'33%). ,EleVen women mentioned.finding

the other women in the group "fascinating" or "interesting and authentic"

(17 or 1 0), nine observed that they d the "gains" of others "impres-

sive" "very exciting" (12 or 11%), and eight remarked on the "common

threads; theilared "problems," and the "interrelatability of all of us"

(15 or 14%). Of the ten negative observations, made by six participants,

six concerned not getting sufficient support or reassurance from other

group members.
4

It is striking that fourteen of the fifteen women (93%) report re-

ceiving "ideas," "suggestions," and clarification from other patticipants
.1.

in the group, and 12.of. the 15'(807,) report receiving "strength," support,

and reassurance. In addition, comments by several participants indicate

that the presence and the participation of the other women was factor In

reducing their own anxiety about decision-making. One woman said,

I thin ts greatest "usefulness" was that it gave me

a chance to meet other women:in the process of making

decisions. It helped me .know 'I was not alone,in in-

securities, which was both reasduring and confidence-
.

promoting.

25
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A second commented,

Lit is/ gratifying to hear how all of us have similar

struggle --Lit/ makes it easier to accept and work'

with it productively.

And a third participant reported)

it helped us to understand and realize that we all

have common problems, fears, anxieties, especially

about making changes in Our lives.

It has been- argued (Klein, l903) that the small group is-effective to

fostering personal change at least in part because it recapitulates the imi-

tatfon or identification process used by children within the family during

early socialization. Both,older and younger women 3n the group we studied .,

remarked that they looked to the other participants as models. One woman,

49 years old, commented)

I listened to other women and their way of handling

change..

Another participant) 25, said)

I think the older women inthe gidup. were helpfdr to

me as role models -- one thing I worry aboht is getting.

into a rut as I get older,-and it was good to see women

who had done a variety of things in their lived deciding

to do more.

These data suggest that, within the group setting we designed,, the

women used this identification process effectively) not only to gain infor-

mation about decision-making) bOt to reduce thee- strength of their early
.

conditioning and,in particularo lower the anxiety level surrounding

26 2
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Self-interested or autonomous dedision-making. Thus they were able o re-

, inforce their own sense of autonomy in taking the actions they reported to
. .

the researchers. As one woman said,'

at the time_and now still, the best help was from tho0

women who stressed the imporiadce of dotik what I wanted

to do rather than what I felt I ought to do, and that

is what I've followed trough by having a child.

Conclusion

As our research questions indicate, it was our expectation in designing

this study that only a certain proportion of, the women in the group would

r-
make decisions. As the results show, in fact 100percent of the partici-

°

pants reported one or more actions as of the follow-up. The fact that the

\participants joined and stayed with the study. indicates that they were al

motivated from the outset. In addition
)
the components in the process ap-

pear to have leen: the instruments, as a means of Increasing awareness of
. .

4tconflict

andthen reducing that conflict; and th group setting, including

the tole of theleaders and the role of theyarticipants themselves, in

reducing ankiety and in providing a supportive atmosphere for individual
_ .

. decision-making.
4

. In particular, we draw attention to the element of identification

stressed by the participants:" The heterogeneity of the group in and of

\----/".!-.itselfdenionstrated the feminist,coricept of options for women. The par-

ticipants were able to use the group setting to increase, their individual

q4/sense of psychological autonomy. As o e woman wrote,

s

Y.
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the group exercises and attitudes cQntributed 'toward my
.

honest evaluation of some work and personal conflicts.

6

The first lift -space drawing was a particularly clear

evaluation of the place I was in last spring -- troubled

by my jobi driving myself too hard .... The force-field

analysis uncovered my lack of confidence in demonstrated

skills. The group's approval of my abilities was an im-

portant reinforcement: Would that our larger society
0

offered such ... s,upport!

28
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112 / 1

Caption: Example of life -space drawing

from Session I.
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Caption: Example _of force -field analysis

from Session II.
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103

Caption: First life-space drawing

done by a 35-year-old free-lance

art book editor, who is married.

4

Caption: First life-space drawing by

49-year-old married woman,

with college -age children.

* * * 4 * * * 4
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First life-space drawing by

unemployed, divorced 38-year=old

Caption:
,

woman.
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