
 

 

“You have the power to do it inside of you. You don’t need to look around you. The first and only person 
you need permission from is yourself.” 

Kathleen Burns-Kingsbury: Samra Zafar is a bestselling author of the book, A Good Wife. She’s an 
international speaker, and the director of business finance at BMO. She is also the founder of a non-
profit organization called Brave Beginnings. It is dedicated to supporting abuse survivors in their journey 
to build a life of freedom. Her story is truly remarkable, and so is her passion for empowering all people 
to believe in themselves no matter what their circumstances. Today, she joins us on Her Money, Her 
Way to discuss the power of collective resilience. Welcome! 

Samra Zafar: Thank you! So, so honoured to be here. 

KBK: I’m really excited to have you on the podcast today, and I want to make sure we have time for 
everybody to truly understand your remarkable story – which is told in your new book – and tell us a 
little about your story, and your passion for empowering women. 

SZ: Yeah, absolutely. As a young girl, as I was growing up, I was often told that my dreams were too big 
for me, and as long as they’re dreams, and they stayed dreams, it’s okay. Just don’t expect them to 
come true. The fact that I wanted to go to school, get an amazing education, and change the world, and 
make a difference, it was not really okay, or appropriate for me as a young girl. And then when I grew 
up, I often pushed the boundaries in my own ways and challenged the stereotypes, and tried to do 
things differently. But then when I was 16 years old, one day, my mom came into my room and told me 
that I had a marriage proposal from a man in Canada. A man who was 16 years older than me. A man I’d 
never, ever met before in my life. And, a few months after that, I was married to him, and I arrived in 
Canada as his bride – as a teenage bride.  

KBK: Wow! I just want to jump in. The idea of at 15, going from being a 15-year-old girl to a marriage 
proposal, to being in a different country in itself would certainly be a little overwhelming.  

SZ: It was. And no one had ever spoken to me about birth control. It was all just heresay from friends, 
and from the playground, and I didn’t really know what to expect. I became pregnant right away. I was a 
mother at 18. And my dreams for an education were put to a stop. I was told that now that I’m a wife, 
and I’m a mother, and a daughter-in-law, my job is to stay home and protect the family honour, and be a 
good wife. I tried for a very long time to silence that little voice in my head that kept saying, “you 
deserve better. You can do better. I want to go to school.” But this passion for getting an education was 
just something that I could not give up on. Even while going through years of abuse and oppression, and 
not being allowed any kind of freedom or independence, I found ways to keep studying. I did my high 
school courses through independent learning centres, through distance learning. I worked as a 
babysitter and tutored to save money for university because I was denied any money or any help, and 
eventually started university after 10 years of an abusive marriage, and two children. And that’s when I 
learned what was happening to me at home was abuse, and it was not okay, and I did deserve better, 
and I had rights, and I had the right to be respected and loved for who I was. That is ultimately what 
gave me the knowledge and the power to be able to leave my marriage. I was in my second year of 
undergrad when I left my marriage, and I took my girls. My biggest motivation was that I did not want 
my daughters to grow up thinking that this was normal, acceptable behaviour just because they’re girls.  



 

 

KBK: So, I know that it takes such courage to leave an abusive situation, and it can be so complicated 
and even dangerous. Do you have a sense of what allowed you to make that bold move eventually? 

SZ: It is very dangerous, and it is a cycle. A woman, on average, leaves seven times before she’s finally 
able to leave. A lot of women never do. I left five times before as well. And kept going back because of 
the shame and the stigma that was inflicted upon me, and the fear of how am I going to make it. Am I 
just going to crash and burn? What is the world like? The sixth time that I left and I did not go back was 
because of the support system that I had around me. I was a student at U of T (University of Toronto). I 
had made some friends there. I had professors. I had counsellors. I knew that I could turn to people who 
would have my back who were motivating me and encouraging me to believe in my dreams which 
ultimately taught me to believe in myself. That is why I was able to leave and, more importantly, not go 
back. I eventually succeeded. It is all about that support system around you and ultimately, that’s what 
builds the resilience. That’s why I talk about resilience being collective.  

KBK: So, collective resilience. Do you have a definition for that? 

SZ: My definition is very organic. I believe in the fact that true empowerment lies in empowering each 
other. When you connect from a place of humanity, from a place of authenticity, that’s when you really 
create that genuine human connection which builds collective resilience. That is within ourselves and 
around us. In our communities, in our families, in our workplaces. Then you basically rise together.  

KBK: Now, education was such a big part of what, I think, made you get to a place where you could 
leave. Because those supports you just mentioned were all pretty much related to the university. Do you 
have a sense of where that desire to pursue knowledge came from because it sounds like it wasn’t 
something that was taught in your family?  

SZ: It wasn’t. As far as I can remember, even as a young girl, I was always just fascinated by school. I was 
often made fun of because of that. My sisters and my friends would call me a total nerd, and I would be 
very proud of that term. My dreams were to go to Harvard, Stamford, and all these big universities 
instead of all my friends around me who were dreaming of their wedding gowns, and what colour 
bangles they were going to wear on their wedding day. That never interested me at all. This passion for 
education was just something that was very deep in my core from a very young age. When I would get 
my tests back, and if I would get a 95%, I would be more upset about the 5% that I lost rather than be 
happy about the 95 that I got. That’s kind of carried through. During my marriage, you know I never 
really sort of… like, I had it in my head that that was my goal. That one day I would be able to build that 
life that I want. I craved freedom. But the next step that I always focused on was how can I do one more 
course? And one more exam? And get one step closer to getting into university, and then one step 
closer to getting my degree. That is something that was always just my guiding star, I could say. 

KBK: It’s really part of who you are and part of your authentic self, and it sounds like you knew, 
intuitively that that’s what your path should be. Now, we talk about education for women in general, 
and education being really a powerful force, obviously for men too, but for women who are looking to 
either build their skills, get out of an abusive relationship, be able to become entrepreneurs. What do 
you think makes education so powerful for women?  

 



 

 

SZ: Education makes you not just career ready, it makes you life ready. It teaches you critical thinking, 
problem solving. When a roadblock comes your way, how do you get over it, and around it, and through 
it rather than just stopping in your tracks and giving up? It teaches you resilience, you know, when 
you’re going through a very stressful exam time, and everything is falling apart, how do you really 
manage your time during that period, and make sure that you take care of yourself as well as do well? 
How do you go through a stressful period? Those are things that we carry through in life. Education is 
something that no one else can take away from us. It’s ours. Like my degree, my education, the platform 
that it has given me, the doors that it has opened for me; that’s a tool that I’m going to have for the rest 
of my life. So, it’s not about getting a degree so you can get a job. It’s about really being set up for 
success in life. About how to deal with people. How to take risks and to try to do things a little bit 
differently. For me, education opened my mind to the world and the beautiful people that are out there. 
Rather than what I was taught and told from a very young age that this is my life, and this is the world 
that I operate in, and this is the role and the box that I have to fit in in order to be accepted and 
respected. I could never be good enough for that. I would never be able to climb on that pedestal of 
being a good wife. I kept making mistakes. I kept falling short. It was through education that I learned 
that those mistakes were actually my biggest strengths. That’s what made me who I am. That’s where 
my authenticity was. It allowed me to really love myself wholeheartedly, and unapologetically.  

KBK: In the field of business and leadership, there’s more and more talk about making mistakes, and 
learning from failure, and being authentic. I know some of your work has taken you in that direction. 
Can you speak to that? 

SZ: Absolutely. When you look at resilience, the word resilience, what does it mean? It’s probably the 
biggest desired trait of leadership. It is all about making mistakes, taking risks, being comfortable with 
failure, going through challenging times, dealing with change, dealing with adversity. So that’s really 
what builds emotional muscle which eventually allows you to succeed because life is always up and 
down, and we all wish it looked like a pretty box with a bow on top, but it doesn’t, unfortunately. 
Whether it’s through career, or our life, or through parenting – and I can totally vouch for that as a 
single mother – it’s not always a bed of roses. Things go wrong, and things fall apart. So resilience is 
really about that trait, that muscle to get through those times and get stronger and happier, and more 
successful in the process. When we talk about that, we say, “okay, well, how are we going to build that? 
How are we going to build that within our teams and our workplaces? And our families? And even within 
ourselves? How are we really going to find, in our muscle?” Really, the core is about finding yourself. 
Finding who you are. Who is that authentic voice? What is it that drives you? What is it that keeps you 
up at night, and wakes you up every morning? What is the difference that you want to make in this 
world? What is the legacy that you want to leave behind? How do you want people to remember you? 
What is the mark that you want to make? And it doesn’t have to be something that you do on a global 
scale, and you’re remembered forever. It could be something in your own world. What is the difference 
that I want to make? How is it that I want my life to be seen? And how do I want to see my life, first of 
all? Self-acceptance is key to that.  

KBK: Yeah, it sounds like it. And if I think back to you being a straight A student, and being hard on 
yourself if you didn’t get a perfect score, that certainly learning that mistakes are okay is a big learning in 
itself. And then this whole idea that you’ve worked around collective resilience. I know you do a lot in  



 

 

the community, but, as applied to the business world, why do you think it’s important for – especially 
women – to learn how to be authentic, and how to bounce back?  

SZ: We beat ourselves up a lot over our mistakes. I certainly find myself doing that every day over 
different things. Listen to the way we talk to ourselves, like, you know, if my daughter, or my employee, 
or somebody came up to me, and said, “I made this mistake. I messed up.” How would you talk to that 
person? You’d be like, “It’s okay. People make mistakes. Let’s find a solution. Let’s find a way we can fix 
this and move on.” But, to ourselves, we’re like, “My gosh, I’m so stupid. Why did I do this? It’s all going 
to crash and burn. Things are going to just fall apart. I don’t know how I’m going to get over this.” We 
beat ourselves up internally all the time. And that, cumulatively, takes a really adverse effect on 
ourselves, on our confidence. That’s a lot of the reason we are not able to raise our hand up when 
opportunities come up. I was attending a conference the other day, and all women were nodding when 
the speaker said that as a woman, we want to meet 100% of the criteria before applying for a job, while 
men do it with even 50% all the time. And we have trouble raising our hand and saying, “Yeah! I want to 
do this!” Or, “I want to take this risk.” Or, “I’m okay if I fail.” So what? I would have learned something 
new. Or, when we make mistakes, let it roll off our back, and move on. Well, we’ve learned a lesson or 
two here, and it’s okay. It’s great. So, it’s really about… when you really learn to love yourself 
wholeheartedly, and realize that you are just as human as everyone else is. And you are just as worthy 
as anybody else is. And when you really realize that, you’re not going to expect or accept anything less 
than that from others. So your relationship with yourself becomes the foundation for your relationship 
with other people. Whether it’s in a professional setting or a personal setting. Eventually, when you lean 
into that authenticity yourself, you’re giving permission to the others around you – whether it’s your 
team, our your family or workplace to do the same thing. That’s what built that true connection, and 
eventually the collectivism that I talk about. 

KBK: I think of it in terms of compassion; being compassionate with yourself allows you to be 
compassionate with others. It sounds like, as a leader, if someone’s listening in and is a leader, or owns 
their own business, part of this collective resilience is being able to say, “You know what? We’re 
authentic. We’re real. Let’s get through this together.” And setting realistic expectations; which it 
sounds like you first had to do for yourself in a very tricky situation personally, and now you bring that to 
the workplace.  

SZ: Yes, absolutely. It’s about first finding your own voice, and your authentic self, and then the next 
really important bit is creating the support system around you that will accept you just as authentically 
as you’re accepting yourself. It comes with a lot of practice. I’m still learning and I encounter that every 
day. Like, okay, this person? I’m not really sure if they’re really serving my purpose, or serving who I am. 
I’m not sure if they’re really… what circle in my life do I want them to be in? Is it the acquaintances 
circle? Is it the close friends? Is it my core circle of trusted advisors and mentors? Or is it just somebody 
who I know through LinkedIn or Facebook? Or, sometimes, is it somebody that I need to cut off from my 
life because that will happen. It becomes painful sometimes, especially if it’s a friend. If it’s somebody 
that you’ve known for a long time. People evolve, and people change; thing happen. But the importance 
of boundaries cannot be overstated, I think, because when you have that around you, and when you 
have that core support system – like your own personal cheerleading squad – people that are on your 
train and help you along? That is just so, so crucial. Throughout my life, that has been the biggest game  



 

 

changer. When I ask myself and look back on how I was able to do what I did, and go through what I did, 
and accomplish what I did… yeah, I was hard-working and I was smart and all of that. Everybody has 
their own strengths in different ways. I think everybody has that in them. But the gamechanger is the 
support system that you have around you. I was lucky enough to develop that through university, and 
eventually, as well, as I keep cultivating those relationships, I have those key mentors in my life – like a 
list of maybe eight or 10 people that I know, that I can turn to for advice, for guidance. Even sometimes 
just for venting. And for reconnecting with who I am so if I’m getting, you know, off my path or I’m 
getting caught up in the noise and negativity around me, or judging myself, or seeing myself through 
other people’s eyes, they’re very quick to point out, “Hey. Maybe you’re thinking about it differently. 
Maybe you should look at it this way.” It helps me reconnect with who I am, and what my purpose is.  

KBK: I love the term cheerleading squad. If someone’s listening in, and they say, “Wow. In some ways, 
I’d really like to audition for my cheerleading squad, or evaluate my cheerleading squad,” what’s one or 
two tips that you have for them in doing so? 

SZ: I think, really, picking people that are genuine. That really understand who you are and what your 
purpose is. It’s very easy to get carried away with job titles – this person’s an executive; they should be 
my mentor. And I have learned that lesson the hard way. There have been times when I’ve got caught 
up in that as well. But I’ve learned over the years that it’s really about people as who they are as a 
person. It’s all about that authenticity and human piece. When someone sees you as you are, and they 
really buy in to you purpose, they’re going to be not just a mentor, but an advocate and an ally for you. 
That’s the person you want on your cheerleading squad. 

KBK: Well, and I can hear the passion in your voice and so, the pursuit of knowledge, getting support, 
getting a cheerleading squad… you also mention breaking the box, right? So thinking big. 

SZ: We short-sell ourselves a lot. But, my question is… if you’re not going to believe in your dreams, who 
will? Like, if you don’t respect your dream, who will? In my marriage, throughout the years, I was told by 
everybody around me, including my own mother, “Stop going on about this education thing. You’ve 
been married for six or seven years now, and you’ve got two children. Maybe this is just your destiny. 
Just accept it, and live with it.” At that time, I would stand in front of a mirror with a piece of paper 
rolled up in my hand, and practice my acceptance speech I would give on my graduation day… when 
there was no hope of every being able to go to school.  

KBK: Wow, that is so… I have to jump in. That is so powerful. I mean, in some ways, it brings tears to my 
eyes, and it also makes me really inspired that if you think big, and you keep visualizing what you want 
to be, even in an oppressive atmosphere, you can get there.  

SZ: Absolutely. I used to visualize that one day I would be a top student at a top university. And it 
happened. And I made it happen because I visualized it. I had the goal written: A Good Wife: Bestseller. 
You know, it eventually happened! I had the power to do it. You have the power to do it inside of you. 
You don’t need to look around you.  

KBK: So you mentioned your new book, A Good Wife, and I’m going to let you share the news about 
how great it’s doing. So tell us a little bit about the accolades you’ve gotten already, and what your hope 
is for this book. 



 

 

SZ: Well, the book, it’s been a dream of mine for a long time, and it finally happened. The book was just 
released and it shot to the bestseller list in the very first week of release at number two on the Canadian 
non-fiction list, and number four on the overall non-fiction list which is absolutely amazing as a first-time 
author.  

KBK: Congratulations! 

SZ: Thank you! Thank you! And while it’s exciting, it’s also a very powerful, sobering reminder of how 
many people the story resonates with. And you know when I was talking about purpose? That is what 
keeps me up at night, and wakes me up every morning. The messages that I get from people all over the 
world. The women that write to me from all walks of life, all backgrounds, all education statuses, all 
socio-economic statuses. You know, I was speaking at U of T yesterday and a couple of senior executives 
there reached out to me and said, “Yeah. I went through the same, or I’m going through the same.” So, 
abuse is sadly universal. Violence against women, sadly, is universal. The experience of it is 
intersectional with culture and race and other factors. But, the actual cause is a universal cause. And 
that is what I’ve taken up as my mission is to help empower women to believe in themselves and their 
dreams, and really own their power, and own their strength. No one should have to feel that they have 
to hide some pieces of themselves, or short sell themselves, or downplay themselves, or change 
themselves in order to fit into a box of acceptance. That’s really not the way to live life. I have found my 
freedom by raising my voice, I just want to help others reclaim their voices. 

KBK: Well, I know your book is already making a huge difference, and this podcast is also going to reach 
many and make a difference. I know, in the short time I’ve gotten to know you, I’ve been very, very 
impressed and inspired by you, so you certainly have made a difference in my life. So thank you so much 
for sharing your story with our listeners, and for the work that you do. 

SZ: Thank you very much for having me here.  

 


