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“IT’S SUCH A PITY YOU HAD TO LEAVE WASHINGTON”

In December 2010 I was working round the clock with my team on the Policy Planning Staff of the State Department to finish a major eighteen-month project for Secretary of State Hillary Clinton. It was bitingly cold; as one of my colleagues and I walked home in the early morning hours, we would turn up our collars against the wind and play the endless Washington parlor game of speculating on who would take which job as people came and went after the midterm elections. I kept quiet, but I had been getting unmistakable signals that I could be in line for a promotion myself—to one of a tiny handful of higher positions. I was excited—and deeply conflicted.

I had been working for almost two years as the first female director of policy planning, reporting directly to the secretary of state and responsible for helping her develop and implement big-picture frameworks and strategy for U.S. foreign policy. When Secretary Clinton, a woman I greatly admire and a truly wonderful boss, had called two years earlier to offer me the position, a foreign policy dream job, I immediately accepted. At the same time, I told her that I could only stay for two years. That is the normal period academics receive as public service leave from their universities; if they stay away longer they must give up lifetime tenure. Still, both my husband, Andy, and I expected when I went to Washington that if the opportunity arose for me to stay on in a higher position, it would be very tempting. I had been a professor my entire career, but foreign policy was my lifelong passion.

This was my moment to “lean in,” to seize the advantage of being in the right place at the right time and propel myself forward. I certainly had no guarantee I would get the promotion if I put myself in the pool, but I had a reasonable chance; the job I wanted was yet another one that no woman had ever held. I would also have a chance to continue advancing an approach to foreign policy that I believed in strongly and that had become a signature of Secretary Clinton’s tenure.

The woman I always thought I was—the career woman, the law professor, the dean, the undergraduate who planned to go to law school as a route to the State Department—would have said yes, without hesitation. But while the professional side of my life was moving forward, the personal side was more complicated. When I first took the job at State in 2009, Andy and I decided it would be much better for him and our two sons if I commuted to Washington every week rather than uprooting the family. The boys were ten and twelve at that point, in fourth and sixth grades in schools and a community they loved and in which they were deeply rooted. They heartily agreed; as upset as they were to hear that I was headed to Washington, when I suggested that everyone come with me their reaction was essentially “Bye, Mom!”

Andy is a tenured professor of politics and international affairs at Princeton. He has always been home more than I; my previous job as dean of Princeton’s Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Affairs and my various foreign policy activities required much more travel than his work did. And even when I was home, my computer was never far from reach. Indeed, in first grade our older son was asked to draw his family; he drew me as a laptop—not a woman sitting at a laptop, but a laptop itself! Still, at that point my office was only a mile from home and their school; I was able to be at teacher’s conferences and school and sports events, and the academic schedule also meant that even if I was gone or very busy for stretches, we could always manage catch-up time where we could take a vacation or hang out at home together. I was very present in the boys’ lives and considered myself incredibly fortunate that I could be both an engaged parent and a committed professional.

Because Andy and I had somehow always made it work, I assumed we would again simply adapt to new rhythms. But the change was wrenching. Over the span of two weeks, between the time Secretary Clinton offered me the job and I started, we went from a world in which my office was a ten-minute walk away from home to a world in which I left the house at five A.M. Monday morning and came back late Friday afternoon or evening. This schedule was not unusual among political appointees in the Obama administration; I knew a number of other women and men who had left their families behind in New York, Pennsylvania, and even California. Moreover, high government officials who have their families right there in Washington do not see them very often; the hours are punishing, precisely because of the importance of the work. World events will not wait on family schedules; crises pile on top of one another and can disrupt even the most cherished family celebrations. As for vacations, I got one vacation day a month, generous by U.S. standards, but by June I still had barely enough for a week away.

As a professional, I reaped the benefits as well as the costs of my choice, which Andy certainly understood and supported. But for our sons, the costs were immediate and large. My younger son—only ten—would cry on Sunday nights when he knew I had to leave the next morning. Once I opened my mouth to try to comfort him and he yelled out, before I could say a word, “I don’t want you to go. And I don’t care about the country!” I had explained to him earlier that he was serving his nation just as I was, something Secretary Clinton also told him when she met him, but he had had enough.

Our older son tried to be mature about my leaving, even offering to take over responsibility for the breakfast smoothies I made every morning. He understood how much I wanted the job. He also understood something more universal about my new position; early on in my commute, when I was still learning the Washington ropes and was frustrated enough to have said something about quitting and coming home (not really meaning it, of course), he looked at me and said, “Mom, you can’t quit! You’re a role model.” He had heard that from someone, probably the mother of one of his friends, and already had internalized it.

He was proud of me but also newly in middle school, with new friends and more demanding classes, and suddenly all his routines were disturbed. And as puberty hit, he turned into a creature so familiar to many parents: the sulky, taciturn kid who responds in rude monosyllables when he responds at all. His friends changed, and over the next eighteen months he started skipping homework, disrupting classes, failing math, and tuning out any adult who tried to reach him. He fought with his father and did his best to ignore me completely. By eighth grade his behavior had escalated; he had been suspended from school and picked up by the local police. I received several urgent phone calls—inevitably on the day of an important meeting—that required me to drop what I was doing and take the first train back home (Secretary Clinton and her chief of staff, Cheryl Mills, were always understanding, but it put a strain on my office).

Plenty of parents assured me that my son’s behavior was typical, that nothing I was facing was particularly unusual. Teenagers rebel; parents of teenagers tear their hair out. And Andy was there, after all, doing his level best as the home parent. Still, my son was constantly on my mind. As much as I loved the work I was doing, I would get a call or a text with the latest upset and wonder why on earth I was sitting in D.C. when my son needed me in Princeton.

I played with various scenarios, wondering if I could perhaps eke out one more year in D.C. but knowing that any of the jobs I might be considered for would require Senate confirmation, which could take three to six months, and that Secretary Clinton would rightly expect a two-year commitment, until the end of President Obama’s first term. I thought about asking my husband and sons to move to D.C. after all, but that would have left Andy commuting back to his job in Princeton and would have completely uprooted the boys in ways I truly thought would be very bad for them, particularly our younger son. We had moved to Princeton in the first place precisely because of the quality of the public schools and the kid-friendly nature of the community.

Money was also a consideration. I had taken more than a 50 percent pay cut to go into government and was now paying rent on a tiny studio apartment in D.C. as well as commuting expenses. If the family moved down with me we would be able to rent our house in Princeton, but then Andy would be commuting and we would be saddled with all the costs of a move and life in a more expensive city.

Deep down I knew the right choice was to go home, even if I didn’t quite recognize the woman who was making that choice. So I did. Secretary Clinton gave me a wonderful going-away party that will be one of the things I’ll remember when I look back on my life. My entire American family—parents, siblings, aunts, uncles, and cousins—came, four of them from as far away as Hong Kong. Andy and the boys were there, beaming, with an audience of so many dear friends, old and new, to see me receive the Secretary’s Distinguished Service Award, the highest honor the State Department gives. Amid the speeches, jokes, and gifts from colleagues I had come to love and admire, it never occurred to me that I was “quitting” or “dropping out.” Just making a decision to move sideways rather than up.

I packed up my apartment the next day, a Friday, and was back in the classroom teaching at Princeton by the following Tuesday. As I recovered my own balance after the grueling Washington schedule, and as our family righted itself, some fundamental changes took place. I went back to teaching, writing, and speaking as a professor and foreign policy commentator, a more than full-time schedule but a wonderfully flexible one. Now, however, I realized in a way that I never had before just how essential that flexibility had always been in allowing me to be both a mom and a career woman.

Equally important, small things that I had previously taken for granted suddenly seemed much more precious. For the first six months at home I bounded out of bed and made some kind of homemade cooked breakfast for the boys: muffins, scones, pancakes, waffles, hash browns, eggs, you name it. Andy had gotten the boys up, fed, and off to school every day for two years; he rolled over that first morning I was back and said, “Your turn.” After a while, though, he did gently suggest that perhaps I was overcompensating just a bit for my absence. In fact, my cooking was as much for me as it was for them. One of the things I never expected about being a mother is the sheer elemental pleasure I get out of watching my sons eat food I have cooked. It must be some very deep evolutionary urge. Regardless, I was home, and I couldn’t have been happier.

As the months passed, I started asking myself deeper questions. My decision to leave government was based on my love for and responsibility to my family. But still I thought I would try for another foreign policy job if President Obama were to be re-elected. If you are a political appointee and your party is in power for eight full years when you are at the height of your career, that’s your time to reach for the stars. When I left in 2011, I certainly was not ruling out trying to come back in 2013.

But I kept wrestling with myself. Even if I were lucky enough to have the chance to go back to government, leaving again would mean missing the last two years my oldest son would be at home and missing my younger son’s transition to high school. It had never occurred to me not to put my career first, as long as my family could handle it, but now I had to be dead honest with myself. This crisis had forced me to confront what was most important to me, rather than what I was conditioned to want, or perhaps what I had conditioned myself to want. That realization led me to question the feminist narrative I grew up with and have always championed. I began to wonder why success as a woman, or indeed as a man, meant privileging career achievement above all else.

I had always believed, and told all the young women I taught and mentored, that women could “have it all,” meaning simply that they could have careers and families in the same way and at the same levels that men do. Men who are presidents, CEOs, directors, managers, leaders of all kinds have families too. Women surely could do the same, I told my students—they just had to be committed enough to their careers. But here I was, as committed to my career as I had ever been, making a choice I had never expected to make and being certain it was the right one.

For someone who grew up in the 1970s, shaped by and devoted to the opportunities, power, and promise of the women’s movement, deciding to choose family over career felt like heresy. But an event in May 2011, four months after I left D.C., made me see this entire set of issues in a different light. I was invited to Oxford University to give the first Fulbright Lecture on International Relations. At the request of the event’s organizers, I agreed to talk to a group of Rhodes Scholars about “work-family balance.” Attending was a group of about forty talented and self-assured young men and women in their mid-twenties.

What poured out of me was not really a talk but more a set of frank reflections on how unexpectedly hard it had been to do the kind of job I wanted to do as a high government official and be the kind of parent I wanted to be at a demanding time for my children. As many women and men have told me since, it may have been naïve of me not to expect this tension, given my commute, but I had simply assumed that my family and I would make it work the way we always had. I concluded by saying that my time in office had convinced me that further government service would be very unlikely while my sons were still at home, even if my party remained in power for another six years.

Somewhat to my surprise, the audience was rapt and asked many thoughtful questions. One of the first was from a young woman who began by thanking me for “not giving just one more fatuous ‘You can have it all’ talk.” She had clearly heard plenty of those and was deeply skeptical. Most of the young women in the room planned to combine careers and family in some way, but they were starting from a much more informed place than I had been in at age twenty-five, when I had simply assumed that I could pursue my career full tilt and a husband and family would just magically follow. Regardless of their achievements at such a young age, these women and many of the men in the audience already assumed that juggling work and family was likely to be hard, even if rewarding. They wanted to hear about real experiences and trade-offs from people who were in the middle of that juggle, words of wisdom or advice that might help them plan for or at least anticipate the road ahead.

Around the same time, I started to notice that the reactions from men and women closer to my own age were decidedly different. After a couple of months, I realized that the problem was not that I had come back to the university per se, but that I had come back because of my kids. When people in Princeton and New York asked why I had come back to teaching, I could simply have said that my two-year public service leave was up, reminding them that Larry Summers left the administration after two years as well to resume teaching at Harvard. But I was determined to assert my family as an equally important consideration in my choice to come home. As dean of the Woodrow Wilson School I had always been deliberately public about going home at six o’clock to have dinner with my family or needing to change my schedule to accommodate my kids’ school events or parent-teacher conferences. In the same spirit, I would often respond to the question of why I had left the State Department by saying, “My husband and I have two teenage sons who definitely need hands-on parenting, and they will only be at home for a few more years.”

Suddenly, the person I was talking to would have a very different perception of me. The reactions ran the gamut from “It’s such a pity that you had to leave Washington” to “I wouldn’t generalize from your experience. I never had to compromise and my kids turned out great” to the many little signs that my interlocutor was reassessing whether I was really a “player.”

In short, even as a woman who was still working full-time as a tenured professor, I had suddenly become categorized and subtly devalued as just another one of the many talented and well-educated women who showed great promise at the start of their careers and reached the early levels of success but then made a choice to take a less demanding job, work part-time, or stop working entirely to have more time for caregiving. I continually sensed that I had disappointed the expectations of the many people in my life—older women, my male and female peers, even a few friends—who had somehow invested in the arc of my career.

All my life I’d been on the other side of this exchange. I’d been the woman smiling the ever so faintly superior smile in the face of another woman telling me that she had decided to take time out to stay at home or pursue a different, less competitive career track to have more time with her family. I’d been the woman hanging out with the dwindling number of friends from college or law school who had never compromised our career aspirations, congratulating one another on our unswerving commitment to the feminist cause. I’d been the one telling female students and audience members at my lectures that it is possible to have it all and do it all regardless of what job you are in. Which means I’d been part, albeit unwittingly, of making women feel that it is their fault if they cannot manage full-time careers and climb the ladder as fast as men while simultaneously maintaining a family and an active home life (and be thin and beautiful to boot). The more I thought about it, the more it seemed to me profoundly wrong that the millions of women and a growing number of men who made choices similar to my own should not be affirmed and even celebrated for insisting that professional success is not the only measure of human happiness and achievement.

In 2012, I wrote a piece for The Atlantic, putting down all the thoughts about women and work that had been simmering in my brain. The article was called “Why Women Still Can’t Have It All,” a title I was soon to regret but that undoubtedly sold more magazines than the more accurate but decidedly less catchy “Why Working Mothers Need Better Choices to Be Able to Stay in the Pool and Make It to the Top.” Within five days, the online version had received more than 400,000 views; a week later that number had reached a million; today it is one of the most-read articles in the 150-year history of The Atlantic, with an estimated 2.7 million views. Clearly, it seemed, a sizable group of women and a growing number of men wanted another round of the now fifty-year-old conversation about what true equality between men and women really means.

In the months that followed, I received hundreds of emails from people who had been moved by my piece. Jessica Davis-Ganao, an academic who is raising two young children, one with a genetic disorder, while trying to get tenure, wrote, “I just read your article in The Atlantic and had to close my door because I couldn’t stop crying. You have articulated a struggle I have been waging for the past few years.” Another comment that has stuck in my mind came from a mother who said I had “given her permission” to stop working and stay home with her kids for a while, something that she had truly wanted to do but had not dared.

The welcome was not always warm, however. I was accused of perpetuating “plutocrat” feminism—that I’m only concerned with the high-class problems of powerful women like myself. Some critics took issue with the entire concept of “having it all,” calling it perfectionistic folly to imagine that we can have big careers and be highly devoted parents at the same time. Other critics claimed that my article would undermine the years of historic, hard-won gains of women in the workplace.

I soon got a chance to engage both criticism and praise directly as I traveled the country, gave speeches, listened to questions, and grappled with answers. Gradually, I allowed myself to break free from an entire set of deeply internalized assumptions about what is valuable, what is important, what is right, and what is natural. The process was like going to the optometrist and having her flip the lenses in that little machine, with the letters on the far side coming in and out of focus until gradually what had been a complete blur becomes sharp and startlingly clear.

Feminist pioneers like Betty Friedan and Gloria Steinem broke free of stifling stereotypes that confined women to a world in which their identities were defined almost entirely by their relationships to others: daughter, sister, wife, mother. The movement Friedan and Steinem led, following in the nineteenth-century footsteps of Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and their fellow revolutionaries, takes its place with the civil rights movement, the global human rights movement, the anti-colonial movement, and the gay rights movement as one of the great struggles for human freedom of the twentieth century.

But it is a movement that remains unfinished in many ways. And at the turn of the twenty-first century, I am increasingly convinced that advancing women means breaking free of a new set of stereotypes and assumptions, not only for women, but also for men. It means challenging a much wider range of conventional wisdom about what we value and why, about measures of success, about the wellsprings of human nature and what equality really means. It means rethinking everything from workplace design to life stages to leadership styles.

I want a society that opens the possibility for every one of us to have a fulfilling career, or simply a good job with good wages if that’s what we choose, along with a personal life that allows for the deep satisfactions of loving and caring for others. I hope this book can help move us in that direction.

But one step at a time. To get there, let’s start with the world as it is, not as many of us would like it to be.





Part I

Moving Beyond Our Mantras

When Betty Friedan wrote The Feminine Mystique, she titled her opening chapter “The Problem That Has No Name.” She described it as “a strange stirring, a sense of dissatisfaction, a yearning that women suffered in the middle of the twentieth century in the United States.” She began to believe that it laid in the “discrepancy between the reality of our lives as women and the image to which we were trying to conform.”

Friedan purported to speak for all women but was actually chronicling the emotional distress of millions of suburban housewives. Her audience was large enough to help launch the second wave of the feminist movement—no small achievement. Still, the world she described was certainly not the reality for millions of other women who had neither time nor inclination to grapple with an idealized vision of femininity. They were already in the workforce by necessity rather than choice.

For my part, I grew up in a white upper-middle-class suburban household, albeit at a time when that still meant staying in roadside motels, riding Greyhound buses, and learning alongside the children of plumbers and electricians as well as doctors and lawyers. I have been well educated and faced a horizon of expanding opportunity as a member of the America that has steadily grown richer over the past three decades, rather than the America that has stagnated and fallen behind. I live in a version of the nuclear family—two married heterosexual parents, two biological children combining the DNA of both parents—that is now a minority of American families.

In the process of writing this book, responding to reflections, questions, and critiques from many different people from many different backgrounds, I have realized time and again just how much my own experiences inevitably shape my assumptions about how others think and feel. As I have tried to put myself in others’ shoes, I have confronted again and again the obvious but too often overlooked point of just how much money matters. Money gave Andy and me the ability to afford excellent daycare when the kids were young, a full-time housekeeper as they grew older, the comfort of living in a neighborhood with great public schools and libraries.

Money buys a safety net, relieving stress and providing resources and resilience against the buffets of fate. Yet millions of American families are working as hard as they can without the resources to absorb even one unlucky break. Their “family choices”—whether and how much to work versus whether and how much to stay home to care for children or parents—are not really choices at all; they are driven by economic imperatives. As I challenge my own long-held beliefs, I continually remind myself that my story is not theirs.

I emphasize this point because if we want to move forward—for women and men, for our workplaces, and for our society as a whole—we must first step back and take a hard look at what we reflexively believe to be true. We must question the conventional wisdom, aphorisms, memes, and stories that inform or justify our choices and shape our worlds. We have to ask ourselves why we are so certain of our often-buried assumptions about the way things are, both for ourselves and for millions of others whose lives we can only try to imagine.

We can only change and bring about change if we can genuinely open our minds to new thoughts and possibilities, for everyone.





  1  

HALF-TRUTHS WOMEN HOLD DEAR

As a professor who had thousands of meetings with students and gave hundreds of lectures over twenty years, the single question that I heard most frequently, hands down, was from young women asking me how I managed to balance work and family. Even after foreign policy talks at other universities, once the audience had thinned out a young woman would invariably raise her hand and ask me what advice I would give to women seeking to have a career and a family at the same time. I am hardly alone in this; any of my female colleagues would say the same thing. We understand why these young women ask us this question and feel proud that they are looking up to us.

But the answers are complicated. I could have told my students that the only way I had managed to have a high-powered career and a husband and two sons was by being a tenured professor at a top university married to another tenured professor at the same university. But that could be deeply discouraging, and it’s not the whole truth; drive, hard work, and good fortune each played a role in charting the course of my career. Moreover, many other women manage to combine careers and family successfully in less flexible and fortunate situations.

Later on, I could have said to any of the young women I met in Washington, “Look, I’m on the edge of perpetual crisis here. My teenage son is having all sorts of issues; my husband and I are desperately trying to figure out how to manage him while I’m gone five days a week; I’m torn up inside and asking myself daily whether this job is worth the personal cost.” But that too would have been pretty discouraging and, again, not the whole truth. My situation could have been very different if my kids were not teenagers; if they were not sons battling over every little issue with their father; if my oldest son had not found himself far too familiar with the Princeton police station. I could also look around D.C. and see other women who were doing what I was trying to do, including a commute, without the same difficulties.

So what to say? My truth has multiple parts, and it’s only my truth. Still, I’m a feminist, and one of the central tenets of my life has been to believe and live the proposition that women can have full-fledged careers just like men without giving up the joys of family life. For me, at least, that’s what it meant to “have it all.” (As we’ll discuss in chapter 2, I am now quite ambivalent about the phrase, but I will continue to use it here as a shorthand for this idea.) So it’s not surprising that I, like virtually every other woman I know in my generation, typically fell back on a set of standard mantras, as if chanting them enough would make them true.

Three of the most common are:


1 “You can have it all if you are just committed enough to your career.”

2 “You can have it all if you marry the right person.”

3 “You can have it all if you sequence it right.”



These are not lies. They are true in part, but they are not the whole truth. They offer the comforting illusion that having a career and a family depends on choices you make. In fact, though your choices are certainly important, life has a funny way of intervening. Look back ten years. Has your life gone exactly according to plan over the past decade? You also have a funny way of changing. At twenty-five, when I was married for the first time, I thought only about my career. If you had asked me, I would have said I wanted children, but in what seemed like the very far away decade of my thirties. At thirty-five, when I married again, having a baby suddenly became almost all I could think about. I spent two years agonizing that I might have sacrificed being a biological mother to my career—a choice that I never intended to make.

In my view, these mantras are not enough. It is important to encourage younger women, but it’s equally important to acknowledge the reality that many women have lived. To be honest about all the couples who assumed when they started out that both partners would have equal opportunities both to parent and to pursue their professional aspirations but then discovered that two full-time careers and two or more children, often together with responsibilities for older relatives, simply did not work.

By telling the whole truth, we can get those couples to talk much more frankly and directly about choices and trade-offs before they commit to each other. We can change what young women look for in their mates. And above all, we can map a more accurate landscape of obstacles and barriers to true equality, so we can then set about knocking them down.

HALF-TRUTH: “YOU CAN HAVE IT ALL IF YOU ARE JUST COMMITTED ENOUGH TO YOUR CAREER”

OVER THE YEARS, I’VE HAD a growing awareness that many older women, often in the pioneering generation just ahead of me, are increasingly judgmental about the choices younger women are making. The experience that crystallized this realization came after giving a lecture on foreign policy at a prominent foundation in New York. I was surrounded afterward by a small cluster of older women who complimented me on the lecture and praised my commitment to a foreign policy career. In the same breath, however, they lamented the seeming lack of drive of many younger women they knew, who were “dropping out” of their careers.

There it is. The assumption that women are dropping out because of a lack of drive or ambition rests on the deeper assumption that these women could have high-flying careers if they just wanted them badly enough. If they were really committed to their careers, they would work around the clock, no matter what the cost.

In other words, if you are prepared to do whatever it takes to advance in your career, including rarely seeing your children, then you can indeed have a career and a family too. Many male CEOs or senior partners would say that is exactly the sacrifice they have long had to make to rise to top jobs—jobs that demand constant travel and availability to clients 24/7. Walter Blass, who was the Peace Corps country director for Afghanistan in the late 1960s and then worked in strategic planning for AT&T, wrote me an email where he outlined the sacrifices he made for his career. “I was leaving most of the responsibility for raising our three children to my ‘non-working’ wife. She was quite explicit in criticizing me while we were overseas for my 12-hour days worrying about the volunteers, and not spending enough time with her or attention to our kids,” Blass wrote. Later, at AT&T, when he had crazy hours during a nine-month strike, “My then 12-year-old daughter wrote a poem about how she and her siblings knew they had a father because I left my dirty socks and underwear next to the bed.”

But here’s the rub. The men who have chosen to make that trade-off over the decades have almost always been supported in that decision by wives or partners who have either been full-time or at least lead caregivers, as Walter Blass’s wife was. That means that a rising corporate executive, consultant, academic, surgeon, or lawyer has been able to devote himself to his career in the knowledge that a loving parent is caring for his children and doing everything possible to ensure that they flourish. As much as he may wish he had more time to spend with them, or lament that his relationship with them is much more distant than he would like, he at least knows that they are in good hands. Moreover, the entrenched social structure of women at home and men in the office reinforces his choice. He is doing what he is supposed to do: supporting his family by providing for them financially and thereby allowing his wife to provide for them physically and emotionally.

A rising career woman with a family does not face the same set of choices. Relatively rare is the husband who agrees to stay home or be the lead parent so that his wife can advance her career. He may support her completely in her career goals, but not to the point of giving up or significantly compromising his own. But someone must take care of the children, or aging parents, or a sick relative. In the most frequent case, instead of being faced with the choice that ambitious career men have traditionally faced—working 24/7 and seeing little of their children but still having them cared for by a parent—an ambitious woman faces the choice of working 24/7 and having neither parent available for the children. Even if she can afford round-the-clock childcare, a big if, that means no parent is reliably available for school plays, sick days, homework help, and late-night hard conversations about everything from being teased at school to adolescent love.

That is a far harder choice. In that situation, knowing your presence might help a child, parent, or spouse thrive and that you are stuck in a meeting, or working another late night, doesn’t feel like choosing to sacrifice “time with your family,” something you wish you could have but are denying yourself, for the sake of your career. It feels like sacrificing your loved ones’ well-being for your own aspirations.

After my lecture in New York that night I went to dinner and sat across from two women in their early thirties who spoke to me about their inability to find role models among the older women they worked with, explaining that they did not want to marry their jobs. Kerry Rubin and Lia Macko, two young New York career women who wrote Midlife Crisis at 30, made the same point in memorable fashion: “If we didn’t start to learn how to integrate our personal, social, and professional lives, we were about five years away from morphing into the angry woman on the other side of a mahogany desk who questions her staff’s work ethic after standard 12-hour workdays, before heading home to eat moo shoo pork in her lonely apartment.”

It is exactly that perception of the trade-offs between work and family that is widely shared by millennial women. They see that ambition and commitment are essential to climb to the top of their professions, but they do not see how to create room for family at the same time.

But What About the Success Stories?

AFTER ANOTHER TALK ON WOMEN and work I gave to a group of New Jersey women, a woman in her sixties came up and told me, in an oddly assertive tone, about her daughter, a lawyer with three children who managed to commute into New York every day, advance in her firm, and still be there for her kids when they needed her. I smiled and congratulated her on her daughter’s behalf, although I couldn’t quite understand the fervor or the edge in her tone. Later it hit me that she believed I thought women can’t ever actually manage to do it all, thereby denying the reality of her daughter’s life. She was essentially shaking her fist under my nose, pointing out to me that her daughter was in fact doing what I supposedly said she couldn’t do. From her perspective, every woman like her daughter who was managing to make a career and family work was somehow proving me wrong.

So what about the women who are making it to the top in many professions and do have families? Let’s look at the facts: women make up 6 percent or so of Fortune 500 CEOs. Twenty percent of U.S. senators are now women. More broadly, roughly 15 percent of corporate “C-suite” (meaning top executive) positions are now held by women, alongside about 20 percent of law firm partners, 24 percent of full-time tenured professors, and 21 percent of surgeons. The numbers from other professions are rather more dismal: 8 percent of the most senior bankers on executive committees in investment banking firms (and half of those are heads of human resources or communications), 3 percent of hedge and private equity fund managers, 6 percent of mechanical engineers, and 8.5 percent of the world’s billionaires.

These numbers may not be where we ultimately want them to be, but still, they show that it is possible for a significant number of women to make it to the top today. The strong desire to follow in their footsteps explains the success of Facebook COO Sheryl Sandberg’s Lean In. Sandberg herself has had an extraordinary career; she is genuinely motivated by the desire to see thousands more women make it to the top and millions rise higher than they are now. She had the courage to become an avatar for a revived feminism in an industry where blending in with the boys has been the key to survival. And she’s given us a new vocabulary: Are you leaning in or leaning back?

I have seen some of the positive results of Lean In firsthand. A Princeton friend with whom I had worked in various capacities on campus ran into me at a summer barbecue and wondered aloud whether she should go for a top job, musing that perhaps it was her “lean-in moment.” I encouraged her to go for it; she did and got it. Would she have put herself forward without Lean In? Perhaps—but certainly thinking about her decision in the wake of the book made a big difference. Even closer to home, three of my female employees at New America, where I am currently president and CEO, asked me for raises after reading Lean In. As one said, she knew she had to “lean in and do it.” When I see examples like these, I smile and tip my hat to Sheryl.

For young women, what is most attractive about the “lean in” message is that it tells them that the fate of their careers and families is within their control. That is the kind of message Americans, particularly, love to hear; it’s the kind of spirit that led our ancestors to believe they could come to this country, make their fortunes, and remake their lives. It’s the message any young person coming out of school and looking forward to her life wants to believe. It’s the reason that optimists do better in life than pessimists. It’s a source of both hope and resilience.

The problem, though, is that it’s often just not true. We often cannot control the fate of our career and family; insisting that we can obscures the deeper structures and forces that shape our lives and deflects attention from the larger changes that must be made. Plenty of women have leaned in for all they’re worth but still run up against insuperable obstacles created by the combination of unpredictable life circumstances and the rigid inflexibilities of our workplaces, the lack of a public infrastructure of care, and cultural attitudes that devalue them the minute they step out, or even just lean back, from the workforce. Other women have decided that their life ambitions should include spending time with and caring for those they love while they can, even if it means deferring professional achievement for a while.

Sheryl Sandberg and I agree on many things. We both encourage women to speak up and take their place at the table; we both want to see many structural changes in the workplace. To some extent the difference between us is largely a matter of which side of the equation to emphasize—a difference that, on my side, at least, is a function of relative age. I would have written a very similar book to Lean In at forty-three, Sandberg’s age when she published her book. My kids were very young and I had never met a work-life challenge that I could not surmount by working harder or hiring people to help out. By fifty-three, when I wrote my article, I found myself in a different place, one that gave me insight into the circumstances and choices facing the many women who have found that for whatever reason, leaning in simply isn’t an option.

On another level, however, the differences between Sandberg and me are more fundamental. We have similar backgrounds in many ways, but our careers have led us on very different paths. Sandberg focuses on how young women can climb into the C-suite in a traditional male world of corporate hierarchies. I see that system itself as antiquated and broken. When law firms and corporations hemorrhage talented women who reject lockstep career paths and question promotion systems that elevate quantity of hours worked over the quality of the work itself, the problem is not with the women.

Sandberg argues that “women will tear down the external barriers [to women’s advancement] once we achieve leadership roles. We will march into our bosses’ offices and demand what we need….Or better yet, we’ll become bosses and make sure all women have what they need.” I agree that having more women at the top will make a difference and have been fortunate enough to work for two great female bosses—Princeton president Shirley Tilghman and Secretary Clinton—who did indeed do everything they could to create conditions conducive to the advancement of women. On the other hand, almost every time I give a talk someone raises her hand and tells me she has a female boss who’s much tougher and less accommodating of work-family conflicts than many male bosses in the office. It’s human nature to absorb the values and practices of the system that we survived and succeeded in and to demand that others make it the same way. So it’s not surprising that some of the women who made it to the top in a system that demanded they compete on exactly the same terms as the men who had full-time spouses at home may see less need for change than many of their male peers.

Lean In tells you how to survive and win in what is still fundamentally a man’s world, while making what changes you can when you reach the top. That is important, but much broader social, political, and cultural change is also necessary. It cannot be achieved within the system, corporation by corporation, one progressive female CEO at a time.

We must rework our society so the expense and headache of childcare and eldercare don’t sink women and their families, and we need to remodel our workplaces so that our employers no longer assume that a lawyer or businessperson can be available 24/7 to answer email or that a restaurant worker or clerk can be available 24/7 to staff a shift. This kind of change goes far beyond feminism. If we can adopt policies and practices that support and advance women at every level of our society, we will make things better for everybody.

Fear or Fate?

MY HUSBAND TAUGHT ME TO act like a man. Early on in our relationship, we were both young professors who frequently attended the same seminars and conferences. Andy, a powerful speaker and assertive debater, would listen to me make my arguments. Afterward, he’d point out all the ways in which I’d undercut myself: the typically feminine tropes of speech and posture that signal lack of confidence and thus diminish others’ confidence in you.

The most common mistake I made was to start a comment on a speaker’s presentation by saying something like “I’m not an expert, but I think…” In Andy’s memorable phrase, “If you start out by telling everyone you don’t know what you are talking about, why on earth should you expect them to listen to you?”

I have since spent years monitoring my own female students and mentees and passing on the lessons I learned: teaching them to be the first to raise their hand after a speech or lecture, because that way they are bound to be called on; to speak confidently and assertively; to look for the weak points in arguments and ask questions probing the basis for a particular assertion rather than immediately responding with a counterassertion that can be brushed off. But fear can always creep back in. Even after a decade of making my living as a professor, dean, and paid public speaker, when I found myself, at the age of fifty, sitting around the table at the State Department at Secretary Clinton’s early morning meeting, surrounded by people who had served in government before or worked for her before, I felt that old self-doubt stirring once again. It took months before I could speak up as confidently and clearly as I normally do.

I can attest firsthand, then, that fear can be a major obstacle holding women back. Banishing those doubts, however, can promote a virtuous circle: you assume you can juggle work and family, you step forward, you succeed professionally, and then you’re in a better position to ask for what you need and to make changes that could benefit others. As someone who was able to control my own time, as a tenured professor, by the age of thirty-five, and who made it to a leadership position as dean of Princeton’s Woodrow Wilson School by the age of forty-two, I know that the faster you can become the boss, the easier it is to fit work and family together. And believing that you can be the boss is an important part of getting there.

What happens, though, when life intervenes? As much as we try to make our own luck, a concept that I suspect is uniquely American, how often have you heard that getting a particular job is a matter of “being in the right place at the right time”? When I came out of college, I had planned my entire career around the idea that I would work for a big New York law firm doing international practice, make myself indispensable to a partner who had served in government and was likely to go in again, and then follow him to Washington as a special assistant of some kind—a path that was well trodden in those days. Little did I imagine that I would discover that I really did not like big-firm law practice or that I would marry a man who at that point was firmly rooted in Boston.

These are relatively benign examples of the unexpected circumstance that the ancients called fate. Though you can’t plan for them in advance, they can have very big and very real consequences later on. Suppose the twists and turns of your life include late marriage, no marriage, divorce, or infertility. A miserable economy, a boss who just doesn’t recognize your merits no matter how confidently you assert them, a job and a spouse that are not in the same place, a child who needs you more than you expected or whom you want to be with more than you expected, parents who need care. Illness, unemployment, debt, disasters both natural and man-made.

A resilient system is one that can handle the unexpected and bounce back, that anticipates the possibility of many different paths to the same destination. Confidence and conviction are important elements of personal resilience. But even for those of us who are optimists, assuming that life will go your way is not a recipe for success. Build in the expectation of setbacks and unpredictable events; prepare and plan for them. That includes a realistic assessment of your own capabilities; if you need eight hours of sleep, surviving on five hours a night is not a sustainable life proposition. If you are not the world’s most organized human being, then trying to run an office and a household at the same time is likely to be a prescription for great stress, not to mention dropped balls. If you are a creative person, cramming every minute of every day with activity, either family or professional, will burn you out quickly.

A key thing to anticipate is the possibility of a tipping point, a situation in which what was once a manageable and enjoyable work-family balance can no longer be sustained—regardless of ambition, confidence, or even an equal partner. In my own life, and in scores of conversations and letters with other women who started out with all the ambition in the world but suddenly found themselves in a place they never expected to be, the tipping point was always a highly individual matter, but it is a frequent enough occurrence to form a clear pattern.

Tipping Over

MANY WOMEN AND MEN MANAGE to juggle two careers and caregiving responsibilities for children and/or aging parents through remarkable organization and time management, often coupled with chronic sleep deprivation. Making it all fit, from baking school cupcakes at midnight to rising at five to get writing or reading done to prep for a meeting or a class, can be exhilarating even if exhausting. When I was a dean, I would often walk down the street to my office (one of the many conveniences that made my life possible) feeling like the luckiest woman in the world, with work I loved and a family I loved even more. My schedule was often so finely calibrated that a kid’s ear infection could send a week’s worth of appointments toppling into one another like dominoes, and I certainly faced days where I felt like I was letting both my family and my work down. But overall, the satisfactions outweighed the stress, and still do.

Even the most organized and most competent multitasker, however, can reach her limit. Something happens, and the carefully constructed balance suddenly tips. For many women that something is the birth of a second child. Law firms and businesses are well acquainted with the “second-child syndrome,” where suddenly a talented woman who was making it work with one child can no longer work full-time or at the same job with two children. Other women manage two children and their careers until a child gets sick or starts having real trouble in or out of school; an aging parent needs care; a partner gets a promotion requiring him or her to travel extensively; a marriage comes apart; or a move requires leaving a vital family support system behind. Alternatively, the woman herself moves steadily up the career ladder until the next job on that ladder requires her to travel extensively, at which point her husband is unable or unwilling to fill the breach.

The tipping point for me was fairly extreme and probably predictable: working in a high-pressure job in another city with two teenagers back at home. Still, I didn’t see it coming. As in the cliché about the straw that breaks the camel’s back, it’s never clear which straw it will be until it happens. Every family’s situation is different; some women may be able to handle with ease situations that are too much for others; some women will never encounter a tipping point at all. What matters is that on the precarious seesaw between work and family it is always possible to put enough weight on one side to create a tipping point, most often leaving the woman as the caregiver and the man as the breadwinner.

Listen to a young woman I met while giving a speech to a group of employees at a highly respected bank. Linda, as I’ll call her, wrote afterward to tell me she’d reached her tipping point a few days after my speech:


I resigned yesterday from my job, a job which I love, for the betterment of my family unit. The short of it is that I had a “crisis” child care situation which forced my hand into making a really tough choice. My wonderful nanny made a not so wonderful decision resulting in her losing her license for 7 months. Although I struggled greatly with the challenge of trying to figure it all out on such a tight time frame—the reality was that I could not in good conscience put my 3 young boys (ages 6, 3 and 1) through their fourth nanny change in less than a year. Perhaps they could have been resilient…but I wasn’t sure if I would be.

Despite having as close to an ideal flexible work arrangement as possible, this temporary derailment caused me to panic, pause, write about 794 pros and cons lists, annoy the hell out of my husband as we had the endless conversation 12 times a day about “am I doing the right thing?,” reach out to every woman I know in hopes of finding “the right answer”…and then ultimately coming to the realization that being the most stable force in my kids’ life is more important than my professional advancement for today. I can’t lie and say that I’m not terrified that I made a totally irrational/short-sighted decision. I am giving up a good thing—and something that I worked hard to get. But I’m doing my best to embrace this leap of faith!



Linda had many different flexible options at work but still hit a tipping point. For many other women, the tipping point is triggered by workplace rigidity. They do not opt out of their jobs; they are shut out by the refusal of their bosses to make it possible for them to fit their family life and their work life together. In her book Opting Out? Why Women Really Quit Careers and Head Home, sociologist Pamela Stone calls this a “forced choice.” “Denial of requests to work part-time, layoffs, or relocations,” she writes, will push even the most ambitious woman out of the workforce.

Carey Goldberg, a talented journalist and author who had a promising career at The New York Times, describes her effort to convince the Times to allow her to give up her staff position and work on a contract three days a week. Nothing doing; it was either stay on staff or be a pure freelancer paid piece by piece at a very modest rate. So she quit, opting for a three-day-a-week job at The Boston Globe. “It hurt to leave the lofty Times, but I have not a single regret about that decision. I only regret that I had to make it, that I faced such a stark either-or,” Goldberg wrote. Now she works half-time in a job-share arrangement at WBUR’s CommonHealth blog.

The stories go on. A young lawyer I know from Virginia was offered a general counsel position, which she determined she could take but only if she could work from home one day a week to be with her two children. Her employer refused. Still another woman wrote,


I aspire to a C-level position, but have had to face up to the very real predicament of trying to climb the C-level ladder with a 2-year-old tugging at my heels. The dilemma is in no way the result of having a toddler: after all, executive men seem to enjoy increased promotions with every additional offspring. It is the way work continues to be circumscribed as something that happens “in an office,” and/or “between 8–6” that causes such conflict. I haven’t yet been presented with a shred of reasonable justification for insisting my job requires me to be sitting in this fixed, 15 sq foot room, 20 miles from my home.



As one of my Twitter correspondents wrote in response to Goldberg’s story, “There has to be something better than Lean In or Get Out.”

Another way to frame the issue is that leaning in when you have significant caregiving responsibilities requires an intensive support structure at home and lots of flexibility at work. Think about simple physics. Imagine a tree leaning over the water or a ballerina on pointe. Lean in too far without a counterweight—an anchoring root system, the supporting arms of another dancer—and you will tip over.

Such a support system is even more essential for the 42 million women in America whom Maria Shriver describes as “women on the brink.” These women are on the brink of poverty, “living one single incident—a doctor’s bill, a late paycheck, or a broken-down car—away from economic ruin.”

Tipping over for these women means that they can no longer care properly for their children—some 28 million—and other relatives who depend on them. They are often working two jobs already and suffering not from too little flexibility but too much, as many low-wage service jobs no longer have a guaranteed number of hours a week. They need reliable work at a decent wage that allows them to save for a rainy day; access to affordable, high-quality daycare and early-education programs; paid days off and family leave for the inevitable times that their children or other loved ones who depend on them are sick or in need; and recognition and respect for the care work they do.

HALF-TRUTH: “YOU CAN HAVE IT ALL IF YOU MARRY THE RIGHT PERSON”

A SECOND POPULAR AND POWERFUL message that many successful women drive home to their younger peers is that the most important career decision you’re going to make is choosing the right life partner. You must be sure that he or she will be an equal partner at home so that you’ll have an equal chance to take advantage of opportunities at work. Once again, this advice is true in many ways. But it’s also not so simple.

I could never have had the career I have had without Andy, who has spent more time with our sons than I have, not only on homework, but also on baseball, music lessons, photography, card games, and more. When each of them had to bring in a foreign dish for his fourth-grade class dinner, Andy made his grandmother’s Hungarian palacsinta; when our older son needed to memorize his lines for a lead role in a school play, he turned to Andy for help. As academics at wealthy and progressive universities, we were both entitled to maternity and paternity leave; we each took a semester off, sequentially, after each of our sons was born. That meant Andy quickly became proficient at baby care; he could change, dress, feed, burp, and soothe our sons just as well as I could. I travel much more than he does and always have; I could never have done that—or accepted the kinds of jobs that require such travel—without the assurance that a loving and competent parent would be at home.

So I certainly believe that marrying a man or woman who will step up to do what it takes to support your career is essential to fulfilling your professional ambitions and having a family at the same time. The problem is that “fifty-fifty” is just too pat. Life rarely works out that way. And it’s much harder to be honest about what it really takes.

“Equal” Isn’t So Easy

ALL THESE DISCUSSIONS OF CHOOSING your mate again suffer from the lovely illusion that we can control our lives. As hard as we try, we don’t always make the best choices. The divorce rate, which for people in my age group is nearly half, speaks for itself. I was married at twenty-four and divorced at thirty. My ex-husband and I met right after college; we simply grew in different directions as we developed our professional identities. Because we didn’t have children, our divorce didn’t affect our career trajectories. But if we had had children, we would not have been able to head off to different cities to pursue our respective jobs in law and medicine, much less put in the fifteen-plus hours a day necessary, at least in my case, to get tenure.

So even if you think you’re choosing well, you might find yourself single again at some point, often with children and an ex-spouse with whom you must now coordinate your life. Divorced parents who share custody often have more time on their own than when they were together because many couples now divide up the time each spends with their children. But when they have the children, they have far less flexibility to handle a work crisis or sudden trip. And the many divorced mothers who have full custody rather than joint custody are much more likely to be both much poorer than they were when they were married and to have no one with whom to share household chores and caregiving responsibilities.

Even couples who stay together often find they’re quite different people in their thirties, forties, and fifties than they predicted they would be when they first married. At a conference in Colorado just a month after my article came out, a woman told me that she’d gone to Harvard Business School and that very few of her female classmates were where they had expected to be in their careers. They had all married men like themselves, who pledged to be equal partners over the life of the marriage. But when equality actually came down to a choice of his career advancement versus hers, he could not actually imagine slowing down and sacrificing his own ambitions.

She was speaking anecdotally, but the figures bear her out. A 2014 study of more than 25,000 Harvard Business School graduates—boomers, Gen Xers, and millennials—found that roughly half the women expected to “take primary responsibility for raising children,” which means that they were essentially setting themselves up for carrying a double load while competing with male peers who have more time and energy to spend on work. What’s more, the almost three-fourths of boomer women and two-thirds of Gen X women who did not expect to be the primary caregiver still ended up in that role. To give men credit, they now do much more housework than their fathers did—enough so that detergent commercials are now being pitched at men as well as women. On the whole, however, women still end up carrying much more of the domestic load.

“Equal” Often Isn’t Enough

THE IDEALIZED IMAGE OF A fifty-fifty partnership—where you marry a man who is every bit as successful professionally as you are and shares domestic responsibilities equally—is a lot easier for young women to accept than a much more difficult truth: that many of the women who have made it to the top in business have an unequal division of domestic work. Most of the time, these highly successful women have a spouse who carries much more than half the load at home. But while many young women are happy to think about sharing dishes and diaper duties with their husbands, they are much less comfortable acknowledging that if they want to reach the top, their husbands may have to remain in the middle ranks to be able to offer the necessary support at home. They find it difficult to accept the idea that they might be more professionally successful than their husbands, even though the overwhelming majority of men in top jobs have less professionally successful wives.

This is the dirty little secret that women leaders who come together in places like Fortune magazine’s annual Most Powerful Women Summit don’t talk about: the necessity of a primary caregiver spouse. I have never seen a panel discussion titled, say, “Husbands at Home” or heard an interviewer ask a woman CEO about when her husband decided to subordinate his career to hers.

At one such Fortune conference, Marillyn Hewson, who was named CEO of Lockheed Martin in late 2012, talked about growing up in Kansas as one of five children raised by a widowed mother. She was inspirational, telling the audience that her mother had raised her to “believe she could be anything she wanted to be” if she just worked hard enough. In an interview in 2005 she sounded a similar note in offering advice to other corporate women: “Bottom line is, do your best and don’t set limits on what you think you can do.”

But to make it to the top of Lockheed, Hewson held eighteen different leadership roles in the company. On the day she was appointed, the head of a think tank specializing in defense issues who knew her observed: “A reason she’s in this job is because she never turned down a promotion.” Among the jobs she held along the way were senior positions in Lockheed’s aeronautics and internal auditing divisions, requiring her to move around the country from Georgia to Texas to Maryland to New York. Overall, she moved eight times on her way to the C-suite.

Could it really be possible for someone on that career trajectory to be an equal caregiver with her husband? To divide up all the family responsibilities fifty-fifty? Hewson has two sons and a lot of money. But even assuming a great deal of paid help, moving a family requires establishing new relationships with schools, doctors, dentists, coaches, and countless providers of different kinds of after-school activities and lessons. And what of all the games and school events that need to be attended? The long evenings helping with increasingly difficult homework? And how likely is it that your spouse will be able to continue a steady career rise in eight different places not of his or her choosing?

Hewson’s secret appears to be her husband, James, who “elected to focus on raising their two sons…during [her] rise at Lockheed.” He got them through primary and secondary school; by the time Hewson was appointed CEO, both sons were in college. Accounts of Hewson’s appointment are full of information about her professional rise and management style, but far less forthcoming about her domestic arrangements. Fair enough; we are all entitled to a measure of privacy with regard to our families. But given that she had children, her husband was as indispensable to her career success as her own drive and determination.

I respect and admire Marillyn Hewson, as I do any woman who makes it to the top job. But it is not enough to tell younger women that they need ambition and confidence, or even ambition, confidence, and a partner willing to share domestic duties. Women who plan to accept every promotion and move wherever the company wants them to go will need a spouse who supports them by taking on the full load, or at least the primary load, at home—exactly as male CEOs have always needed.

Unexpected Desire

EVEN IF YOU ARE COMPLETELY committed to your career, and even if you do have a spouse who is ready and willing to be a lead caregiver, you might still discover that the value you place on career success versus time with your family shifts as the years go by. In an interview with Hanna Rosin about my Atlantic article, she told me that she guessed the sentence “I wanted to go home” was probably the hardest sentence in the entire article to write. She was right. But though it was very difficult to admit publicly, I cannot choose other than I have chosen while my kids are still at home.

I’m certainly not alone.

Rebecca Hughes Parker, a former big-firm litigator and award-winning broadcast journalist in New York who now edits a legal publication, never stopped working even after having twins and then a third child. Her husband has stayed home with all three daughters as the “hands-on parent,” allowing her, in her words, to “reverse the gender roles and be the ‘father’ who goes to work.” Still, she writes in a blog post, even as a “power mom,” her trajectory has not been as straightforward as she expected it to be when she came out of law school. She reflects on the extraordinary pull of her children, pointing out that even with a husband who was home full-time, she felt an intense physical need to be with her baby and to be more a part of her children’s lives than big-firm litigation hours allowed.

Hughes Parker ultimately asked to reduce her hours by 20 percent and was greeted with the standard “Are you still serious about your career?” question, perhaps precisely because her mate was at home. After all, even though many men want to spend more time with their kids, men with wives at home rarely ask for reduced hours. Hughes Parker was and is deeply committed to her career but needed enough flexibility in her life to be with her toddler before work and make enough school events so that missing one was no big deal. She knows she definitely married the right man but discovered she still could not reverse roles completely.

Owning up to this desire feels like coming out of the closet. Abigail Pogrebin, a talented producer and writer, talks about “the ambivalence of motherhood and having a career.” She was raised to embrace her career choices but was deeply surprised to discover the pull of her first child once she had him. She said she broke down crying on the tarmac when she was supposed to leave for a reporting trip to Africa; ultimately that pull led her to quit her full-time TV job, which involved a lot of travel, and scale back to writing. “Ambivalence” may seem like a funny term to describe having both a career and children, but it means being pulled in two directions at once. We are pulled not just by duty, but by desire.

HALF-TRUTH: “YOU CAN HAVE IT ALL IF YOU SEQUENCE IT RIGHT”

WRITING ABOUT MARILLYN HEWSON’S ASCENSION to CEO of Lockheed Martin, think tank head Loren Thompson told a reporter at the Washington Business Journal: “If you turn down a promotion in these companies, you get left behind.” That, in a nutshell, is why young women should be wary of the mantra “You can have it all; you just can’t have it all at the same time.”

In theory, it is perfectly possible to fit caring for those you love together even with a high-powered career. Lengthening life expectancies provide plenty of time for education, initiation into a profession, and quick progression up the ladder while work is your primary focus, a slower pace during caregiving years for kids or aging parents, and then a ramp-up into top leadership positions between the ages of fifty-five and seventy-five, or even, particularly for women, sixty and eighty. But we are not there yet. In practice, all too often Thompson’s observation holds. Get off the leadership track, even for a short time, and you cannot get back on.

In the past few years, I’ve met a handful of inspirational women who have succeeded in starting legal careers later in life, whether in their forties or even their early fifties. But their number is dwarfed many times over by the number of women who start as associates in big law firms in their early thirties, put in the kind of performance that gets them on a partnership track, but then shift to part-time work after the birth of their first or more likely second child and take themselves out of the partnership competition for good. In a New York Times article about the dearth of female partners, Karen M. Lockwood, a former partner at Howrey LLP and currently the president and executive director of the National Institute for Trial Advocacy, used a term that was coined by Joan C. Williams: “the maternal wall.”

Lockwood says the wall is “built on the unstated assumption among male partners that women who return to firms after having children will automatically be less willing to work hard or will be less capable than they were prior to that—resulting in less-choice assignments or less-senior postings.”

The obvious answer is to make partner first and then have children. But that choice of sequence often simply isn’t up to us.

Family Planning

AS I’VE MENTIONED, I WAS first married at twenty-four and divorced at thirty. I remarried at thirty-five. Being single between thirty and thirty-five (those were still the old-fashioned days when it never occurred to me to have a child without a husband) meant that nothing stood in the way of my getting tenure at the University of Chicago Law School but determination and hard work. Andy and I were very much in love, but we were commuting between Cambridge and Chicago. That meant, in the two-week stints between visits, I could stay up and work whenever I needed to. And even on those wonderful weekends we had together, we were still two young academics both trying to get tenure, so we spent plenty of time hanging out laptop to laptop.

It honestly never occurred to me that we wouldn’t be able to have children as soon as we started trying, which in our case was immediately after we got married in the fall of 1993. Edward was born three years later, when I was thirty-eight. After six months of trying on our own and eighteen months of various fertility treatments, he was conceived by in vitro fertilization (IVF). Those intervening two years were the worst period of my life. But we were lucky. We got pregnant on our first try with IVF; our second son was conceived naturally soon after we started trying, so by forty I had tenure and two biological sons. (Andy, however, who started teaching after I did and faced a much longer tenure track, was very worried that parenting two young children would make it much harder for him to get tenure.)

Many women of my generation and the generation just ahead of me were not so lucky. According to the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists, the fecundity of women decreases “gradually but significantly” up until age thirty-two, then it starts really going downhill after thirty-seven. Statistically, IVF is also less successful in women as they age. In her book Creating a Life, published in 2002, Sylvia Ann Hewlett reported that 42 percent of the women she had interviewed in corporate jobs had not had children by age forty and that most deeply regretted it.

These statistics are why I and so many women like me counsel the younger women in their lives not to wait until their late thirties to try to get pregnant if they can possibly help it. After making this point at a late night pizza and beer discussion with some of my graduate students, one young woman pushed back, telling me that I was effectively advising her, a woman in her early thirties, to “drop out of graduate school and get pregnant.” I said no, that actually being in school is a great time to get pregnant if your life circumstances allow, but of course I took her larger point, which was that I was advising her to make a choice I had not made, because my early thirties were a period when I needed to invest in my career.

Which brings us back to the conundrum of sequencing. It is so often simply not within our control, for marital, career, or fertility reasons—not to mention the general folly of assuming that your life will go as planned. Moreover, even when everything does work out, as it did in my case, having children in your late thirties or early forties means that they hit their teens in your mid-fifties. Just as you hit the peak years of your career, when leadership opportunities are most likely to come your way, you discover that in many ways it is even more important to be available as a parent to your teenagers as it was when they were very little.

That is why so many women of my generation have found themselves, in the prime of their careers, saying no to opportunities they once would have jumped at and hoping those chances come around again later. Many others who have decided to step back for a while, taking on consultant positions or part-time work that lets them spend more time with their children (or aging parents), are worrying about how long they can stay out before they lose the competitive edge they worked so hard to acquire.

Up or Out

EVEN IF YOU DO SUCCEED in having the family you want when you want, work is often unlikely to cooperate with your sequencing plan. The real world of current work practices still very much follows the tune of “up or out,” of “if you turn down a promotion, you get left behind.” I am reminded of a presentation I gave that was sponsored by a large oil company. At the reception afterward a number of women talked about the many great policies that management had put in place to make balancing work and family easier. One of the women who raised her hand said that she was working part-time after having her third child. She said that she had been grateful for the company’s willingness to allow her to continue working in a way that made sense for her family. After hearing my presentation, however, she said that her take-away was that she realized that she still wanted to be an executive and was going to recommit herself to that goal.

What she was saying was that by taking advantage of these great policies, she had put herself on “the mommy track,” the path of fewer hours and lower expectations. In other words, not the executive track. When she made her decision to slow down, she’d known and accepted that consequence, but now she had some questions. The mommy (or daddy) track is the opposite of the leadership track, but why? Working part-time or flexibly or even taking some time out and coming back will understandably put you on a slower track for promotion, but why should it take you off the track entirely? Because the deep assumption in the American workplace is that the fast track is the only track. Up or out.

In fact, thinking of careers as a single race in which everyone starts at the same point and competes over the same time period is a choice. It tilts the scales in favor of the workers who can compete that way, the ones who have no caregiving responsibilities or who have a full-time caregiver at home. It also means that as a society we lose massive amounts of talent. We lose the distance runners, the athletes with the endurance, patience, fortitude, and resilience to keep going over the long haul. We lose the runners who see a different path to the finish and are willing to take it, even if it is in uncharted territory. We lose the runners who have the temperament and perspective to allow them to see beyond the race.

WHOLE TRUTHS

NOW LET’S LOOK AT SOME whole truths.

You can have it all if you are committed enough to your career…and you are lucky enough never to hit a point where your carefully constructed balance between work and family topples over.

You can have it all if you marry the right person…who is willing to defer his or her career to yours; you stay married; and your own preferences regarding how much time you are willing to spend at work remain unchanged after you have children or find yourself caring for aging parents.

You can have it all as long as you sequence it right…as long as you succeed in having children when you planned to; you have an employer who both permits you to work part-time or on a flexible work schedule and still sees you as leadership material; or you take time out and then find a good job on a leadership track once you decide to get back in, regardless of your age.

As I said at the outset of this chapter, the last thing I want to do is to discourage younger women from pursuing high-powered careers that will catapult them into leadership positions and thereby improve society as a whole. Without a hefty dose of realism, however, we will continue to lose talent as women are pushed off the leadership track after they have children and/or when they spend more time caring for aging parents or other relatives. We will also end up ignoring the reality of the one in three of the nation’s women who live in poverty or on the brink of it and who are frequently pushed out of a job and into despair.

On a personal level, the trick is to balance encouragement with expectation. To be clear—to ourselves, our families, and our employers—that putting yourself forward is important at the right moment, but so is pushing back against rules, structures, attitudes, and assumptions that still support a straight-on career path and stigmatize any worker who deviates from it, deferring promotions and bigger jobs to be able to spend time with loved ones. To see the whole picture, not just the shining role models at the top, but the employees, every bit as talented and motivated, who were pushed or shut out of leadership opportunities as their lives took unexpected detours.

Telling whole truths and seeing the whole picture is the right place to start. But we can’t do this alone. The men in our lives have their own mantras, serving up their own preferred version of the truth or simply the truths they grew up with. They too need to ask some hard questions.
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HALF-TRUTHS ABOUT MEN

Over the past five decades, feminism has opened new doors of change through the process of questioning our assumptions about women, gender, and the language, categories, and stereotypes that we cling to. It is now time to start questioning our assumptions about men.

The three mantras that I examine here do not pop up nearly as often on the feminist radar as phrases like “You can have it all; you just can’t have it all at the same time.” But they are often pulled out as trump cards whenever discussions of women, work, and family arise. I have heard them often from men themselves, as well as from women who have absorbed these messages as the accepted order of things. The first one, “Men can’t have it all either,” immediately deflects attention away from what remains a genuine inequality between many men and many women. The second, “Children need their mother,” has taken on the sanctity of mom and apple pie, at least in the United States. How on earth could you challenge that? And the third, “A man’s job is to provide,” goes all the way back to the Bible.

These statements are also half-truths. But determining what is true, or at least plausible, and what is a mass of sticky, biased belief—like the popcorn glued to the floor of the movie theater—starts the process of unpacking our certainties and convictions. We have to be able to see them clearly before we can begin to dislodge them.

HALF-TRUTH: “MEN CAN’T HAVE IT ALL EITHER”

IN THE LAST FEW YEARS, many people have criticized the entire idea of “having it all.” Some criticism came from feminists who argued that Madison Avenue had created the construct of women having it all as a way of selling stressed-out working mothers a bill of goods—literally. Rebecca Traister at Salon proposed that we do away entirely with the phrase “having it all,” pointing out that it is a frame that inevitably makes women seem selfish and piggish, no matter how much we try to explain that all we are asking for is a career and a family too, just like men have. It is also a phrase that strikes an ugly, unfeeling note at a time when millions of people are struggling to have enough to make ends meet.

To complicate matters further, many men are quick to claim that they don’t have it all either. The most common point made is that while women who have careers and families can’t pursue their careers as fully as they would like, men who have careers and families can’t spend as much time with their families as they would like. That is a trade-off that many men feel they have no choice but to accept.

When I first started hearing men push back, my knee-jerk reaction was to be skeptical. Of course no one has it all, if by that we mean having everything you want and all at once. Still, the entire women’s movement was premised on the idea that men in our society have a lot more of “it” than women do; that they have far greater opportunities to flourish both as professionals and in their family roles as sons, brothers, husbands, uncles, and fathers. Indeed, in many societies around the world women still struggle for their basic human rights: to be free from violence, fear, and want; to control their bodies; and to have equal legal status to travel, learn, and pursue their dreams.

Even in a developed, reasonably progressive country like the United States, most women still don’t have what most men have. Lilly Ledbetter began work in a Goodyear tire plant in Alabama in 1979 and discovered twenty years later that she had been paid substantially less than her fellow male managers. “I’d known from the get-go that I’d have to work longer and smarter than the men in order to prove myself. But how in the world could I have been paid less all these years?” Looking at a slip of paper that an anonymous co-worker left in her mailbox listing her salary next to those of her male colleagues, she reflected: “I’d wanted so badly to win approval, and I had done so in the eyes of most of my co-workers, who valued my hard work and loyalty—and who gave it back to me. But how dumb I’d been to think that this would counter the hostility surrounding me….Those numbers said loud and clear that it didn’t matter how hard I’d worked, how much I’d wanted to succeed and do the right thing: I’d been born the wrong sex, and that was that.” That was 1999; as of 2013, over a decade later, American women still earned only 82 percent of what men do for equal work.

So is the claim that “men can’t have it all either” just a self-serving fiction? I continue to think that in many societies, including the United States, women are perfectly justified in wanting more of what many men do in fact have. Still, as I listened to men with an open mind, I began to understand the ways in which this view also expresses an important truth—but only a half-truth.

Men Who Try to Have It All May Have a Harder Time than Women

MANY MILLENNIAL MEN ARGUE THAT men and women increasingly want the same thing. A former State Department colleague whom I’ll call Steve put it this way: many men in the workplace are “struggling with the work-life balance issue and are reluctant to speak up/rebel against the conventions regarding sacrifice and long hours.” His experience has taught him that when men do speak up, they are penalized not only because of a perceived lack of commitment to their careers, but because “they are somehow not ‘macho’ enough and it works against them when it comes to promotions and career advancement.”

This issue seems as stuck as the numbers of women at the top. Consider the experience of an employee at a public utility company who took three weeks off when his second child was born back in 1996. “Comments were made and my work wasn’t being covered….It made me feel like I wasn’t a ‘man’ if I choose to stay home and take care of the kids. This same attitude manifests when I ask to take time off so I can take the kids to the doctor.” Seventeen years later, in 2013, law professor Joan Williams wrote a piece entitled “The Daddy Dilemma” in which she summarized the conclusions of a host of academic studies: “Men face as many struggles when it comes to using flexible work policies—if not more—because child care, fairly or unfairly, is still seen as being a feminine role.”

One of those studies found that men who requested a twelve-week leave to care for a child or elder were more likely to be demoted or downsized because they were seen as more feminine than other men. Another concluded that caregiving fathers had the highest rate of social mistreatment at work among men, chiefly because they suffered the highest rates of “masculinity harassment.” Yet a third found that, while men and women valued workplace flexibility equally, men were less likely to seek a flexible schedule if they believed (as many did) that doing so would make them appear less masculine. Overall, the share of companies that offer paternity leave actually dropped 5 percentage points from 2010 to 2014, and 20 percent of companies that are supposed to provide unpaid leave via the Family and Medical Leave Act don’t comply with the law when it comes to fathers who want time off. The annals of litigation tell similar stories. In one case, a management trainee was told straight out that he would be “cutting his own throat” if he took paternity leave.

So it’s true that many men can reasonably say not only that they don’t have it all either, but also that at least some of them pay an even higher price than women do when they try. In the West, at least, a woman who downshifts her professional ambitions for a while may experience an identity crisis when she can no longer define herself primarily in terms of her work, but she is unlikely to face a crisis of femininity.

The experience of many gay men underlines this point. Gauzy commercials featuring same-sex parents notwithstanding, gay men still face enormous social prejudice in their efforts to become parents and caregivers. This point was brought home to me in a blistering but justified letter in response to my Atlantic article from Scott Siegel, a former academic who now works for a start-up in San Francisco. He read me, as so many men did, as arguing that the pull of caregiving was felt only by women and indeed as saying that this pull is biological. That is much too strong a reading, but his response is still eye-opening. “You are probably not aware that your piece is being read by the gay community, especially those with children, as saying that ‘Oh, well, I don’t have those pressures because I’m not a woman—how DARE HER!’ EVERY type of caregiver, gay or straight, faces this difficulty….To say that PRIMARILY WOMEN face the pressure to ‘have it all’ is itself sexist.”

The intensity of his response is driven by his fear that I was “giving ammunition to those groups who deny and wish to take away those rights gays and gay families have fought for and received in the last 20 years.” I would be deeply upset if my article contributed to anti-gay discrimination of any kind. But the passion with which Siegel makes his point reminds us of how hard it still is for gay men to be fully recognized as men—men who are attracted to other men, but no less men for that. And as men, they should have the same right to raise a family, to love and care for children and each other, as any woman does.

Settling

THE THIRD VARIATION ON THE “Men can’t have it all either” theme was articulated on the Atlantic website, in a response to my article by Andrew Cohen, a single father who describes himself as a “work-at-home dad.” He’s modest: others describe him as one of the nation’s leading legal journalists, who works for 60 Minutes and CBS Radio News. But he describes his life in a way that most working mothers I know would immediately recognize, the daily dance of “work and parenting, parenting and work.” He tries to mesh his obligations to his son, and indeed still to his parents, with the demands of his job: writing all day, overseeing homework and getting dinner on the table at night, while trying to cram in the rest of life, from laundry to love, in between.

Cohen says that he doesn’t know any man who “has it all, or who says that he does, or who complains that he doesn’t.” When he goes out with the guys, they talk about lots of things—work, sports, women, and, yes, how they can be better parents to their kids. But they don’t talk about “having it all.” Indeed, he thinks about his father, who never thought about having it all but rather about “having enough, simply being able to provide for his loved ones.”

Does this mean that women really aim higher than men? Are they strivers rather than settlers? In the end, Andy Cohen is arguing just that. He is saying that women of my generation, at least, are simply asking for too much out of life, whereas men have learned to lower their expectations. Millennials too, in Cohen’s view, possess a wisdom about their own limits and the limits of life and luck that their elders—meaning my generation—lack.

But hang on. Isn’t reaching for the seemingly impossible an all-American tradition? The boys I grew up with were pushed to aim as high as possible. Now that women are striving for what many men had and still have—a high-powered career and a family too—it seems disingenuous to say that they simply want too much.

True and Not True

THE CLAIM THAT “MEN CAN’T have it all either” is complicated. On the one hand, it is important for women to see that many men, today and for decades past, have accepted what they understand to be a role requiring them to trade time at work for time with loved ones. A man may have a family and a high-powered career, but many men wish they were able to spend much more time with that family.

It is also true, of course, that individual men have made trade-offs at the expense of their careers. Perusing a biography of Colgate Darden, a former governor of Virginia and the namesake of the University of Virginia’s business school, I was struck by Darden’s explanation of his refusal to run for the Senate in 1946, notwithstanding strong public support for his candidacy, on the grounds that he would never see his family. Jim Steinberg, a deputy secretary of state, and Bill Lynn, a deputy secretary of defense, both stepped down from their jobs after two years in order to be available for their children too.

Still, let’s not indulge in revisionist history, where we pretend that the trade-off between being a full-time caregiver and a full-time breadwinner was traditionally equal and both sexes would have been happy with more of what the other had. After all, Carl Friedan, Betty’s husband, didn’t write a book called The Masculine Mystique describing a “problem with no name” afflicting men. Men have not complained about being financially dependent, left in poverty when their wives ran off with younger male secretaries. Men have never been regarded as the weaker sex, less capable of reason or brilliance. Men have not had to fight for equal pay for equal work. And men still have far more control over the levers of power and influence in American society than women.

HALF-TRUTH: “CHILDREN NEED THEIR MOTHERS”

I SPEND A LOT OF time being driven back and forth to the train station to catch Amtrak to Washington or New Jersey Transit to New York. One of my favorite local taxi drivers, whom I’ll call Steve, is a fount of stories and folk wisdom. He is a little older than I am, with three grown kids and a couple of grandkids. He’s devoted both to his wife and to the memory of his own mother. He has very fixed ideas on what men and women are good at, and not so good at. And he tells me regularly, with the confidence born both of conviction and life experience, “Children need their mothers.”

What he means is that mothers give children something special, something children cannot live without, something that fathers cannot supply. He means that mothering is distinct and different from fathering, that children cannot fully thrive without their mother’s care. He means it as a compliment to mothers—that they provide a special and irreplaceable mother love. But I hear it as a statement of the natural order of things, a mantra that ends any discussion of genuinely equal parenting.

Of course children do need their mothers. And their fathers. And their grandparents, siblings, aunts, uncles, cousins, and close family friends who will follow them on Facebook and look out for them during the years when parental advice, or even conversation, suddenly becomes unendurable. “Children need their mothers” is true. But “Children need their mothers more than they need other loving adults in their lives” is false.

The one time children genuinely cannot do without their biological mothers is during pregnancy. Even surrogate and adopted babies need someone to gestate them. Particularly in the United States, we don’t always recognize that enough. Along with Liberia and Papua New Guinea, we are one of the few countries that doesn’t offer paid maternity leave. The unpaid leave we do offer only covers women who work for companies that have fifty or more employees and who have been at those companies for more than a year.

Even if you have an understanding employer who provides adequate leave, pregnancy can still throw you—and your career—for a loop. I remember, when I was teaching at Harvard Law School, one of my younger colleagues announced that she was planning to take a two-week maternity leave, much as Marissa Mayer did when she became CEO of Yahoo seven months into a pregnancy. In both cases I thought to myself, I certainly hope everything goes smoothly, but clearly this is your first pregnancy! What about an unexpected Cesarean section, as happened with my first son? Or other complications? My experience with our second son, who was born three weeks early, shows that even with the very best medical care available it is still possible to have medical problems that can land you in bed for nearly a month. Virtually every mother I know has a similar story about what she didn’t expect when she was expecting.

All that said, after pregnancy, birth, and breast-feeding, nothing a mother does can’t be done equally well by a father (and plenty of fathers bottle-feed breast milk to their babies). Yet the stereotypes and cultural expectations about mothers remain out-sized when compared to the expectations about fathers, even as we try to challenge them. No one wrote a book called Battle Hymn of the Tiger Father. No one wrote a book called Perfect Madness: Fatherhood in the Age of Anxiety talking about the unrealistic expectations suddenly placed on fathers. No one developed a theory of good-enough fathering, telling dads they did not need to be perfect parents to create thriving children.

The Oscar-winning movie Kramer vs. Kramer addressed exactly this issue. The movie opens with Meryl Streep as a beautiful young mother sitting by the bedside of her six-year-old son, Billy, steeling herself to leave him and divorce his father, played by Dustin Hoffman. At the outset of the movie, Hoffman’s character, a successful ad executive, is so preoccupied with work he doesn’t know what grade his son is in. But over time as a single parent, Hoffman learns to be a fully engaged dad and takes a less stressful job. Streep’s character returns after this evolution and after a nasty custody battle is awarded custody of Billy. Even though she abandoned him completely, the judge believes that the child is best raised by his mother. (Ultimately, Streep gives the child back to his dad, realizing that he’s better off with Hoffman.)

Kramer vs. Kramer came out in 1979, more than thirty-five years ago. But astonishingly, in light of the tens of millions of divorces since and substantial changes in the custody laws, we are still clinging to and having to combat the deep assumption that a mother’s love and care are somehow better and more essential than a father’s, even when that father has time and energy that the mother does not.

And really, what are we to say to gay fathers, if it is only mothers who matter? Despite the fact that numerous studies have shown that children raised by gay parents are just as well-adjusted as children raised by straight parents, our culture hasn’t caught up with these truths. Frank Ligtvoet, a gay dad, wrote a moving essay in The New York Times about his experience raising a daughter and a son with his partner. Ligtvoet’s children were adopted in an open adoption, and their biological mother remains part of their lives and part of their birth narrative. Even so, when Ligtvoet is doing something like picking a sick child up from school, the world looks askance at him. “Every step we as a family take outside in public comes with a question from a stranger about the mother of the children: a motherless child seems unthinkable,” Ligtvoet writes.

What children need above all is love, stability, stimulation, care, nurture, and consistency. Those are things that can come from an array of caregivers. Stability is key here, no matter what the parental arrangement is. A study from Ohio State showed that children from stable one-parent homes (homes where the caregiver was always single, from birth) fared as well on test scores as children from stable married homes. Conversely, a 2013 report from the Annie E. Casey Foundation demonstrates that the biggest barriers to a child’s social, emotional, and physical well-being are rooted in poverty. It’s much easier, though, for pundits to fall back on the crutch of long-held cultural norms—that children need their mothers—than it is to confront and attempt to solve the more serious, endemic issues facing children.

HALF-TRUTH: “A MAN’S JOB IS TO PROVIDE”

THE ORIGINS OF THE DEEPLY held assumption and conviction that it is “a man’s job to provide” are actually biblical, from the New Testament. Saint Paul writes to Timothy, a young priest, that “if any provide not for his own, and specially for those of his own house, he hath denied the faith, and is worse than an infidel.”

Understood as a command to take responsibility for those you love—those you either brought into the world or who cared for you in various ways—the injunction to provide is uncontroversial. Anyone who cares for anyone else is a provider. We provide love, food, clothing, shelter, nurture, education, solace, support, nursing, stimulation, and many other things for one another’s benefit. In an industrial or post-industrial economy, some of us provide income, in the form of money coming in from the outside in return for labor or investment. Others of us convert that income into the necessities and luxuries of life. Without income, there is nothing to convert, but without that conversion, the income itself cannot sustain life.

Understood as a command to men only to provide income for the support of their households, however, Saint Paul’s dictum has very different and much more negative implications. There are similar precepts in chapter 4 of the Quran: “Men are the protectors and maintainers of women, because Allah has given the one more [strength] than the other, and because they support them from their means.” But why does “providing” or “supporting” mean money rather than care? The production of food rather than the preparation of it? The growing of flax rather than the spinning of it? The purchase of a car rather than the driving of it? The building of a house rather than the making of a home?

Still, the idea that men have to provide is taken literally and quite seriously. Though stay-at-home dads have received considerable media coverage of late, a mere 2 million men identified themselves as such in 2012. Only 8 percent of Americans say they believe that children are better off with dads at home, compared with more than half who say children are better off with a stay-at-home mom. Furthermore, when Pew Research asked the question “How important is it for a man to be able to support a family financially if he wants to get married?” almost two-thirds of respondents said very important. When asked the same question with a gender flip, only a third of Americans say it is very important for women to be able to support a family before she gets married.

These ingrained cultural assumptions, however, do not track with economic reality. The waves of globalization that hit us in the 1990s and 2000s created outsourcing opportunities that hit traditionally male factory jobs much harder than the traditionally female sectors of education and medicine. The resulting shift in economic power from men to women has prompted books like The Richer Sex and The End of Men. One simple statistic says it all: 40 percent of American women are the primary breadwinners in their families. That number includes single mothers, but it still tracks a major trend.

The even bigger story is the way in which economic trends in the United States since the 1980s have been hard on everyone outside of the educated elite. Most families with two adults have responded by sending Mom to work. Senator Elizabeth Warren and her daughter Amelia Warren Tyagi dubbed this development the “two-income trap.” When their book of the same name came out in 2003—more than a decade ago—average mortgage expenses had risen seventy times faster than the average father’s income. In the intervening years, fixed costs have risen further; wages have continued to stagnate or even decline; and in the post-recession universe, jobs are even more precarious, particularly for people without a college education. For all these families, it is equally the woman’s job to provide, even if she does not necessarily frame it in those terms.

And despite the resistance to the idea of stay-at-home dads, a growing number of men say that they are committed to caregiving. Nearly 50 percent of millennial men say that being a good parent is one of the most important things in their lives, compared with 39 percent of Gen X men. In her book The Richer Sex, journalist Liza Mundy talks to many happy stay-at-home dads, like Danny Hawkins. His wife, Susan, is a senior VP with the Henry Ford Health System. Danny used to be in financial services, but he hated the long hours, so he stepped back to take care of the couple’s two daughters. “I have told Susie several times that my job is to make her life easier….And I like doing it,” Hawkins said to Mundy. Though fewer companies are offering paternity leave, more men are taking advantage of whatever leave is available. According to Mundy in an article in The Atlantic, in the decade since the state of California started offering paid paternity leave, “the percentage of ‘bonding leaves’ claimed by men has risen from 18.7 in 2005 and 2006 to 31.3 in 2012 and 2013.”

I would not counsel my teenage sons to make it their life plan to marry a successful woman any more than I would counsel a daughter to marry a successful man as her meal ticket. If things go sour—a lost job, a divorce—a person of either gender who leaves the labor force for a prolonged period of time is vulnerable. But neither would I tell them that it is their job to provide for their families in the sense of bringing in income. I tell them that it is a man’s job to provide, and a woman’s too. Both are responsible for providing the combination of income and nurture that allows those who depend on them to flourish.
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HALF-TRUTHS IN THE WORKPLACE

Advice on how to achieve a sane work-life balance has become a cottage industry. Numerous books on the subject have been published within the past few years alone, many of which I’ve read with pleasure. But they are all aimed at workers, overwhelmingly women, who are presumed to have the responsibility of stretching the twenty-four hours in a day to cover an impossible and never-ending list of things to get done. Why not tackle this issue from a different angle? Perhaps the problem is not with women, but with work.

American workers all over the socioeconomic spectrum, from hotel housekeepers to surgeons, have stories about working twelve- to sixteen-hour days (often without overtime pay), experiencing anxiety attacks and constant exhaustion. Public health experts have begun talking about stress as an epidemic. Indeed, the United States is one of the only industrialized countries that does not require paid sick leave, time off during the week, or vacation days.

In 2014 alone, Huffington Post founder Arianna Huffington and Washington Post reporter Brigid Schulte each wrote a bestselling book about stressed-out American workers, another sign that we’re desperate for solutions to our currently unsustainable pace of work. Desperate for solutions, but still trapped in a culture that values quantity over quality, assuming that he who works most works best. Or, less poetically, that he who takes time off is a wimp.

This underlying culture makes a mockery of so many purported work-life “fixes.” They are never going to achieve real equality between men and women in the workplace, at the top or the bottom, no matter how hard employers try to make workplaces more family-friendly by adopting policies aimed at women. They will not work because they are at best half-measures based on half-truths.

The first half-truth is that the issue of work-life balance is a “women’s problem.” If we define it that way, then it is up to women to find or at least implement the solution. The second is that employers can make room for caregiving by offering flextime and part-time arrangements. While these policies certainly represent progress over rigid “all-in or get out” workplaces, they’re not nearly enough for many workers with caregiving responsibilities. Third is our assumption that wanting “work-life balance”—or even just wanting a life outside of work—signals a lack of commitment to that work. That assumption reflects a mindset that promotes men with full-time wives and no lives.

Once again, a half-truth is just that—it’s not wholly false. But it often obscures a bigger, deeper truth, something that we do not want or do not choose to face. Yet if we cannot even be honest about what the problem is and what it would actually take to fix it, we cannot possibly succeed.

It’s time for some truth telling in the office.

HALF-TRUTH: “IT’S A WOMEN’S PROBLEM”

FLORIDA STATE SOCIOLOGIST IRENE PADAVIC, Harvard Business School professor Robin Ely, and Erin Reid from Boston University’s Questrom School of Business were asked to conduct a detailed study of a midsized global consulting firm where top management thought they had a “women’s problem.” The firm had a paucity of women at the highest levels—just 10 percent of partners were women, compared with nearly 40 percent of female junior employees. The firm’s brass assumed that their company was shedding women along the way because of work-family conflict on the part of workers who had to care for families, i.e., women. As one partner put it:


What do I want people to worry about when they wake up first thing in the morning? For Business Development people, I want them to worry about business development. For project managers, I want them to worry about the project. Women are the Project Manager in the home, so it is hard for them to spend the necessary time, energy, and effort to be viewed here as senior leaders.



The plethora of women’s leadership groups and support networks at companies across the United States all grow out of the same perception: the lack of women at the top is due to something women themselves are doing or not doing: a lack of ambition, the difficulty of juggling multiple roles at home and at work, or insufficient support from other women.

This depiction of the problem is half true, in that it is indeed a problem that is showing up much more among women than among men. But it is a problem that affects some women much more than others, and it is also a problem for a growing number of men. By thinking of it as a “women’s problem” we are missing a much bigger truth.

It’s Not a Women’s Problem, It’s a Care Problem…

THOUGH WOMEN HAVE MADE UNPRECEDENTED progress in the workforce over the past forty years, what doesn’t always come through in the statistics is the enormous and enduring discrepancy between women who have caregiving responsibilities and those who do not. As I noted in the last chapter, in 2013 women earned 82 cents on a man’s dollar. But hidden within that average is a stark difference. Single women without children made 96 cents on the male dollar. Married mothers? They make 76 cents. Indeed, many writers have pointed out that motherhood is now a greater predictor of wage inequality than gender is.

This pattern is even clearer if we look through the lens of age. Girls and young women are surpassing boys in high school, college, and many graduate schools and often draw higher salaries during their early years in the workforce. Overall, women between the ages of twenty-five and thirty-four now make 93 percent of what their male contemporaries do. But those gains dissipate once they become mothers.

To the majority of men and women who think of caregiving as a woman’s responsibility, redefining the “women’s problem” as a “care problem” may seem redundant. Women are indeed the considerable majority of caregivers in our society. Among parents, mothers spend roughly twice as much time as fathers on childcare. And the typical caregiver of an elderly relative is a woman in her forties who provides twenty hours a week of care to her mother.

Women also face much more cultural pressure to be caregivers, and perfect ones at that, than men do. Even in the twenty-first century, America looks askance at any woman who doesn’t appear to put her children’s care above her professional life. Texas politician Wendy Davis has experienced extreme scrutiny about how and where she raised her children. Her decision to leave them with her then-husband in Texas while she went to Harvard Law School has been held up as an example of her selfishness. In general, men aren’t scrutinized in the same way. As a Democratic pollster pointed out in a New York Times article about Davis, Rahm Emanuel left his young children behind in Washington while he was running for mayor of Chicago and no one ever said two words about it.

A physician who had two kids during her medical training wrote to me and said she feels like motherhood is the hardest thing she’s ever done, in part because of the guilt that comes with it. “There are pressures from many many different sides—for being a ‘perfect’ mother (from nursing exclusively to making my kids’ baby food from scratch!), to being a perfect doctor (well read on the latest studies, engaging in meaningful research, publishing studies). I started my first year of fellowship with a 9-week-old newborn,” she wrote to me after my article was published in The Atlantic. “I felt guilty for not being a good-enough mom while I was working 80 hours a week and taking overnight calls, and I felt guilty that I wasn’t giving 100% to my job.” She eventually decided to work part-time so that she could be there to put her kids to bed every night.

When I gave a talk on work and family to a group of young Hispanic men and women who had won internships and fellowships in Washington, a young woman in the audience raised her hand and talked about the way in which her family and community judged mothers, criticizing those who were not home for their children. How, she asked, could she navigate those expectations and still pursue her career? Political strategist Maria Cardona, who was sharing the podium with me and has been an important role model in the Hispanic community, suggested that perhaps she could rely on other women in her extended family to be caregivers. None of us challenged the premise of her question, which was that it is up to women to provide care.

The good news, however, is that the care problem is slowly but steadily becoming a men’s problem too. A Wharton School study comparing expectations and attitudes between the class of 1992 and 2012 found that young women today are more likely to anticipate the stress of fitting together work and family than they were twenty years ago. Also noteworthy, however, is that 43 percent of the men either agree or strongly agree that their pursuit of a demanding career “will make it difficult…to be an attentive spouse/partner,” up from 33 percent in 1992. A 2014 study of more than 6,500 Harvard Business School grads over the past few decades also found a significant shift in male attitudes. It showed that a third of male millennial HBS grads expect to split childcare responsibilities fifty-fifty with their partners; that’s compared with 22 percent of Gen X men and 16 percent of boomer men.

Think about it. Almost a third to a half of the men in two highly competitive business schools, schools that attract a disproportionate number of alpha males in the first place, expect that family life will have a significant impact on their future success and personal lives. A venture capitalist friend of mine who teaches at Stanford Graduate School of Business reports a similar shift, saying that the attitudes of the young men he teaches have changed remarkably.

In an article for The New Republic, Marc Tracy, a twenty-nine-year-old writer, notes that some men his age have begun to have the same kind of full-throated conversation about work-life balance as their female counterparts:


Most men stress over the next step in their professions, with the attitude that if they happen to fall in love and settle down, well, that’s great, too. But recently, in many cases inspired by the women in our lives and the conversation they are having among themselves, we have begun to question whether our most basic priorities aren’t out of whack, and to wonder whether, for reasons both social and surprisingly biological, we shouldn’t be as “ambitious” to have children as we are to land the next great job. Plus, having had children, many of us hope to play a more active role in their upbringing than has typically been expected of fathers. Many of us were lucky to have mothers who, whatever other ambitions and accomplishments they had, clearly took great joy in raising us; some of us were even lucky enough to have similar fathers. Do we want it “all”? Who knows (or cares). But we want that.



A 2013 Pew Research study on modern parenting fills in the statistics: almost as many fathers as mothers bemoan the stress of trying to juggle work and family. Fifty percent of fathers and 56 percent of mothers with children under eighteen at home said that they find it difficult “to balance the responsibilities of [their] job with the responsibilities of [their] family.” And an almost equal number of fathers and mothers agreed with the statement “I would prefer to be at home raising my children, but I need to work because we need the income.”

In short, both women and men who experience the dual tug of care and career and as a result must make compromises at work pay a price. Redefining the women’s problem as a care problem thus broadens our lens and allows us to focus much more precisely on the real issue: the undervaluing of care, no matter who does it.

…and a Company Problem

IT’S EASY FOR EMPLOYERS TO marginalize an issue if they label it a “women’s problem.” A women’s problem is an individual issue, not a company-wide dilemma. But again, suppose the problem is not with the woman but with the workplace. Or more precisely, with a workplace designed for what Joan Williams called an “ideal worker.” The ideal worker is “the face-time warrior, the first one in in the morning and the last to leave at night. He is rarely sick. Never takes vacation, or brings work along if he does. The ideal worker can jump on a plane whenever the boss asks because someone else is responsible for getting the kids off to school or attending the preschool play.” Fifteen years after Williams coined the term, the ideal worker must now also contend with a globalized workplace where someone is always awake and electronic devices ensure that someone can always reach you.

Recall the research undertaken by Professors Padavic, Ely, and Reid at the consulting firm. After careful study, they found that women and men at the firm had equal levels of distress over work-family conflicts and that equal percentages of men and women had left the firm in the past three years because they were being asked to work long hours. The firm’s key HR problem was not gender, as management believed, but rather a culture of overwork.

The firm’s leadership simply refused to accept these findings. They didn’t want to be told that they needed to overhaul their entire organizational philosophy or that they were overpromising to clients and overdelivering (for example, making hundred-slide decks that the client couldn’t even use). That would require a lot of effort and soul-searching.

What the leaders wanted to be told was that the firm’s problem was work-family conflict for women, a narrative that would not require them to make changes in anything they were doing or feeling. As Padavic, Ely, and Reid wryly conclude, their attitude required a “rejection [of evidence] on the part of evidence-driven analysts.”

Debora Spar, president of Barnard College and author of Wonder Women, echoes these conclusions. “ ‘Fixing the women’s problem,’ ” she writes, “is not about fixing the women, or yanking them onto committees, or placating them with yet another networking retreat. It’s about fixing the organization—recognizing a diversity of skills and attributes, measuring them in a concrete way, and rewarding people accordingly.”

Journalists and media companies are just as guilty of perpetuating the myth of the “women’s problem.” Issues of work-life balance are discussed at The New York Times under the rubric Motherlode. Other websites like Slate and Huffington Post also house smart and worthwhile discussions of work and family in old-fashioned women’s sections. If you look at any large business conference, it’s the same story: work and family will be framed as a women’s issue, never as a mainstream issue. As one of my friends wrote to me,


I am beyond tired of these critical issues—about work culture, about gender equity, about implicit bias, about how constrained many of the “choices” for both men and women are, about the lack of meaningful family policy, about the way we live, really—always defined through the lens of the harried working mother.



A better lens is that of the harried caregiver, male or female. Best of all would be the lens of the failure of modern American companies to adapt to the realities of modern American life, insisting instead that workers turn themselves inside out to conform to outdated twentieth-century ideas of when and where work should get done.

HALF-TRUTH: “FLEXIBILITY IS THE SOLUTION”

IF YOU ARE A YOUNG woman interviewing with a company, law firm, bank, or university that sees itself as a progressive institution and wants to recruit you, you are likely to be told about their “family-friendly policies.” (If you are a young man in exactly the same situation, you are not.) Twenty percent of U.S. companies now offer paid maternity leave ranging from two to twelve weeks; 36 percent allow employees to work part-time for a while without losing their position in the company; some allow them to work from home part of the time on a regular basis; a few let them opt out of the workforce for a while and then still welcome them back in a position that reflects their previous experience.

These policies reflect genuine progress by the women’s movement; those of us who have been able to take advantage of them have benefited in many ways that the majority of women have not. My two years working on the inflexible schedule of the State Department—even for a boss I loved and with the understanding that the world certainly would not wait on me—brought home the indispensability of having enough control over your own time to fit your work and your life together. In the academic world, I had that kind of flexibility. Indeed, one of the best reasons to strive to be the boss, if you can do it either before you have caregiving responsibilities or even during, is the much greater latitude you have to make sure meetings and work are in sync with your schedule rather than someone else’s.

Real flexibility—the kind that gives you at least a measure of control over when and how you work in a week, a month, a year, and over the course of a career—is a critical part of the solution to the problem of how to fit work and care together. So why then is it only a half-truth? In most workplaces, flex policies—which range from telecommuting and variable workday schedules to more radical policies like part-time jobs, job sharing, prolonged sabbaticals, or shortened workweeks—exist largely on paper. It is often exceedingly difficult, if not impossible, for employees to avail themselves of them. Indeed, reading through the various studies on this point reminds me of reading through the constitutions of countries behind the Iron Curtain in the former Soviet Union and in dictatorships around the world: they all guaranteed a full panoply of rights and liberties, but only for show.

The HR department may roll out flex policies, but if you have an old-school manager, someone who came up never seeing his or her family, you are likely to face what academics drily call an “implementation gap.” In other words, some managers simply refuse to let their employees take advantage of policies on the books, which explains why the National Study of Employers finds a virtual chasm between the percentage of companies that allow some workers to work at home occasionally (67 percent) and the percentage of companies that allow all or most workers to work at home occasionally (8 percent). The managers who resist change like the workplace culture the way it is—based on presence, and hence control, more than on performance. In the words of one human resources manager: when some managers “can’t get someone right there at that particular moment it is actually an uneasy [feeling] for them.”

Even when firms mean what they say and managers support flex policies, employees often don’t ask. And for good reason. In a work culture in which commitment to your career is supposed to mean you never think about or do anything else, asking for flexibility to fit your work and your life together is tantamount to declaring that you do not care as much about your job as your co-workers do. Dame Fiona Woolf, a British solicitor and former lord mayor of London, puts it succinctly: “Girls don’t ask for [flexible work] because they think it’s career suicide.”

Flexibility Stigma

IN 2013, THE Journal of Social Issues published a special issue on “flexibility stigma.” It included several studies showing that workers who take advantage of company policies specifically designed to let them adjust their schedules to accommodate caregiving responsibilities may still receive wage penalties, lower performance evaluations, and fewer promotions.

A young woman who wrote to me, Kathryn Beaumont Murphy, was already a mother when she became a junior associate—a rarity at big law firms. She had a generous maternity leave and took advantage of their flextime policy when she returned after having her second child. She was allowed to work “part-time” for six months after her maternity leave ended, though it was still forty hours a week. “At the end of that six-month period,” Murphy says, “I was told by the all-male leadership of my department that I could not continue on a flexible schedule as it would hurt my professional growth.” She ended up leaving the firm entirely for a less prestigious job that pays much less, but where she has more control over her schedule. Her children are now five and eight, and after her experience she now believes that “flexibility is as valuable as compensation.”

If anything, men who try to take advantage of flexible policies have it even worse. Joan Blades and Nanette Fondas, co-authors of The Custom-Fit Workplace, give the example of a law firm associate named Carlos who tried to arrange for paternity leave and was told that his company’s parental leave policy was really meant just for women. But even if his firm had said yes, it’s likely that he then would have paid an even bigger price in terms of his chances for advancement and overall mistreatment than his female colleagues did.

A Catalyst study showing that men and women tend to use flexibility policies differently underlines the dangers that men perceive. The men and women in their study were equally likely to use a variety of flextime arrangements, from flexible arrival and departure times to compressing work in various ways across the week. But women were 10 percent more likely than men to work from home and men were almost twice as likely as women to say that they had never telecommuted over the course of their careers. Patterns like these show that men are aware that if a certain kind of flexibility means a lot less face time at the office, they won’t run the risk of being penalized for taking advantage of it.

To be stigmatized means to be singled out, shamed, and discriminated against for some trait or failing. Stigma based on race, creed, gender, or sexual orientation is sharply and explicitly disapproved of in contemporary American society. Why should stigma based on taking advantage of company policy to care for loved ones be any different? Workers who work from home or even take time off do not lose IQ points. Their choice to put family alongside or even ahead of career advancement does not necessarily affect the quality of their work, even if it reduces the quantity.

However effective flexibility policies may seem in theory, flexibility cannot be the solution to work-life issues as long as it is stigmatized. The question that young people should be asking their employers is not what kinds of family-friendly policies a particular firm has. Instead, they should ask, “How many employees take advantage of these policies? How many men? And how many women and men who have worked flexibly have advanced to top positions in the firm?”

DANGER: When Flexible Means Disposable

THUS FAR, I’VE BEEN WRITING primarily about the white-collar world. Yet as with most things in the workplace, even the limited flexibility that white-collar workers take for granted doesn’t exist at all for low-income hourly workers. More than 70 percent of low-wage workers in the United States do not get paid sick days, which means that they risk losing their jobs when a childcare or health issue arises. In fact, nearly one-quarter of adults in the United States have been fired or threatened with job loss for taking time off to recover from illness or care for a sick loved one.

Consider the case of Rhiannon Broschat, who was fired from her job at Whole Foods during the frigid winter of 2014 because Chicago schools were closed due to inclement weather. Broschat, who is also a student at Northeastern Illinois University in Chicago, called her mother to see if she could watch her son, but her mother had to work too. Then she called several friends to babysit, but they too had to work. Broschat couldn’t swap shifts with a co-worker, because at the time, Whole Foods policy required workers to swap shifts forty-eight hours in advance. She had no way out. Broschat’s story—she is now a senior at Northeastern Illinois—is so emblematic of how low-wage women struggle to get childcare that she spoke on a panel called “Why Women’s Economic Security Matters for All,” with Hillary Clinton, Representative Nancy Pelosi, Senator Kirsten Gillibrand, and Representative Rosa DeLauro in September 2014.

Schedules that are too rigid to accommodate family needs on the one hand are often too flexible on the other. Many companies have begun to manufacture goods on flexible schedules keyed to changing demand in real time, rather than predicted demand. On the consumer side, they also now track customer flow more carefully and ask employees to adjust their schedules accordingly. In both cases, the ebb and flow of employee hours tracks the ebb and flow of customers and their desires. Walmart, Jamba Juice, Pier 1, Aeropostale, Target, and Abercrombie & Fitch are among the companies that employ a just-in-time workforce.

University of Chicago social services professor Susan J. Lambert points out that sales associates and restaurant servers only learn about their weekly schedules a few days in advance, and those schedules are always in flux. They may work seven hours one week and thirty-two the next. “Hotel housekeepers might work Tuesday, Wednesday and Friday one week, and then Sunday, Thursday and Saturday the following week,” she says.

This kind of flexibility translates into radical unpredictability, which is a nightmare for caregivers. High-income lawyers, bankers, or consultants who work at the whim of a client’s demand experience such stress all the time but typically buy their way out of it by having full-time or live-in childcare. The majority of workers without that luxury must face the drama of having to find child- or eldercare on a moment’s notice, week after week. Workers who live with extended families can sometimes manage, but they are also the most likely to have eldercare as well as childcare responsibilities.

New York Times reporter Jodi Kantor brought this experience home to millions of readers in August 2014 with her heartbreaking front-page story about twenty-two-year-old Starbucks barista and single mom Jannette Navarro. Thanks to scheduling software, which allows chains to use customer data to inform its day-to-day staffing, Navarro rarely knew her schedule more than three days before the start of the workweek. This wrought havoc on her ability to find consistent childcare for her four-year-old son, which in turn put immense strain on her familial and romantic relationships. Her aunt became frustrated with having to pick up last-minute babysitting duties due to Navarro’s erratic schedule; her boyfriend broke up with her because she was too worn out after work to keep her promises to him. She and her son lost two homes within six months, and her schedule—which some weeks required her to close the store one night at eleven P.M. and be back the next morning to open it up again at four A.M. the next day—left her so sleep-deprived she napped on the sidewalk outside the store.

The day after Kantor’s article ran in the Times, Starbucks executives vowed to revise the scheduling software for their 130,000 employees, giving local managers more discretion and preventing employees from having to close up shop one night and then open it back up again in the predawn hours the next day. But individual fixes like this aren’t a cure for the larger problems that retail and hourly workers all over the country have to deal with every day.

For millions of American workers, then, flexibility is not the solution but the problem. Women and men at the top cannot advocate for more flexibility without insisting that these policies be implemented in ways that help workers rather than hurt them. The kind of flexibility we need is about making room for care in all our lives, not an additional excuse to stop caring about the human impact of our policies.

HALF-TRUTH: “HE WHO WORKS LONGEST WORKS BEST”

“TIME MACHO,” AS I LIKE to call it, is the relentless competition to work harder, stay later, pull more all-nighters, travel around the world and bill the extra hours the international dateline affords you. One of the paragons of time macho was Ronald Reagan’s ferociously competitive budget director Dick Darman. According to one story, “Mr. Darman sometimes managed to convey the impression that he was the last one working in the Reagan White House by leaving his suit coat on his chair and his office light burning after he left for home.” (Darman claimed that it was just easier to leave his suit jacket in the office so he could put it on again in the morning, but his record of successful bureaucratic warfare suggests otherwise.)

In my younger years, I was an active participant in this game. Gene Sperling, who rose to become director of the National Economic Council under President Obama, was a legendary workaholic. I used to meet him at two A.M. at the vending machines in the tunnels at Harvard Law School when we were both staying up all night working on cases for different professors. And indeed, when my parents came to visit for my law school graduation, they wanted to see the big armchair in my professor’s office where, I joked, I had spent more nights than in my own bed.

My patterns continued when I worked for a big New York law firm in the summer. But even as I prided myself on my ability to stay at my desk round the clock, I was uncomfortably aware that one of my close friends who was a fellow associate with me always managed to leave by six or seven P.M. and did just as much work as I did. She was simply far more efficient, spending less time procrastinating, reading the paper, talking with the guys down the hall. She later made partner at a top New York firm and explained to me that when she saw a pile of work on her desk she immediately thought about what was the most efficient way to get it all done: what she could delegate to others and what she had to do herself. I was reminded of her work habits in the fall of 2014 when I heard Virginia Rometty, the first woman CEO of IBM, explain that the key to her efficiency was doing work “that only I can do” while leaving to others all the work that could be done by someone else.

That was the first inkling that perhaps my habits were evidence not of dedication but of inefficiency. My suspicions grew shortly after I turned forty. With an infant and a toddler at home, a full load of courses to teach, research to be done, and articles to be written constantly hanging over my head, I routinely tried to get by on five to six hours of sleep, which left me short-tempered and with a constant blurry feeling that Andy used to describe as “skin-crawlingly tired.” I would call meetings with my research assistant at nine or ten P.M. at my house after the kids were in bed and not even be able to remember what it was we were supposed to be working on. One day I decided I had had enough, that life was too short to go through it in a haze of fatigue. I quickly discovered that when in fact I let myself get seven or eight hours of sleep I was happier, pleasanter, and unquestionably more productive.

That is the revelation that inspired Arianna Huffington’s book Thrive, where she describes literally collapsing from exhaustion and cutting her eye and breaking her cheekbone as she fell. “I was lying on the floor of my home office in a pool of blood,” Huffington writes, when she finally had a moment of clarity. Since then she has become a self-proclaimed “sleep evangelist,” urging women and men alike to “sleep their way to the top!” She reports that more than 30 percent of people in the United States are not getting enough sleep. The cost of that massive sleeplessness is reduced cognitive functioning and lower levels of emotional intelligence, empathy, and impulse control.

Let’s be clear. Many jobs have crises or deadlines where round-the-clock presence really is necessary to get the job done, where being there and doing your best really does matter more than some abstract measure of performance. I have had plenty of times in my life when I needed people working for me who would be willing to go the extra mile and do whatever it took to get the job done, including staying up all night. When I was in the State Department and was responsible for a massive review laying out a strategy for reorganization and reform, I and a team of six Policy Planning staff members essentially worked around the clock for the better part of a month to get it across the finish line. Secretary Clinton wanted it by December 15, and given the slow and obstacle-ridden interagency approvals process, as well as the inherent difficulty of getting something done when many people with differing views had to sign off on it, that is just what it took.

I also counsel many of my students and mentees that they should divide their work lives into those phases when they can travel anywhere, anytime, and work long hours and those when they will not be able to, either because of caregiving responsibilities or because they want to slow down and do other things that are important to them. Working really hard for something and someone you believe in is exhilarating and often necessary. But it can and should be punctuated with periods where you take far better care of yourself. Under normal circumstances, valuing face time over results—measured by the quality and promptness of work that actually needs to get done—is just bad management.

Less Can Be More

DURING THE 2014 SUPER BOWL, Cadillac ran an ad that was meant to be a celebration of American workaholism. It showed a clean-cut fifty-something white man with blazing blue eyes walking and talking his way through his mansion while extolling the virtues of the American work ethic. “Other countries, they work, they stroll home, they stop by the café, they take August off. Off. Why aren’t you like that? Why aren’t we like that? Because we’re crazy, driven, hardworking believers,” says the guy, who looks like a cartoon version of a one-percenter, to the camera. The moral of the ad: If you just work hard enough, avoiding vacation and “creating your own luck,” anything, including the ownership of a $75,000 car, is possible.

The ad drove me crazy. The man was so smug and so completely out of touch with what I consider to be the real values that Americans have traditionally proclaimed and tried to pass down to their children. Yes, Europeans and others often criticize American culture for being materialistic, but when Thomas Jefferson described humankind’s “unalienable rights” in the Declaration of Independence, he took English Enlightenment philosopher John Locke’s “life, liberty, and estate” and substituted “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” And as the behavioral psychologists tell us, happiness is more likely to be found in the pleasures of human connection and experience—a good meal, a play or movie or sporting event, a bouquet of flowers or a bottle of champagne—than it is in an endless catalogue of possessions.

I wasn’t alone in my reaction. One reporter wrote, “You know what really needs attention? What working like crazy and taking no time off really gets us[?]” It gets Americans to the grave earlier, it’s made us more anxious than people in other developed countries, and it’s created a group of people more disengaged from their jobs than in countries with more leisure time.

In the end, it was New Yorker writer Jeffrey Toobin who made the most damning argument against the commercial. As we were talking about it, he pointed out that Cadillac was disparaging the vacation-loving Europeans in an effort to sell luxury cars to a wealthy U.S. audience who prefer German BMWs and Mercedes. Last I checked, German workers get a mandated minimum twenty days of vacation every year.

It’s that simple. German workers work at least two weeks a year less than American workers do and yet produce better cars. Perhaps that is because German managers still subscribe to the empirical findings that led Henry Ford to establish an eight-hour workday in 1914. When Ford looked at in-house research, he realized that manual laborers were finished after eight hours of work a day. After he cut hours, errors went down, and productivity, employee satisfaction, and company profits went up.

We actually have a growing body of data in support of the proposition that working less means working better. According to much more recent research, people who work principally with their brains rather than their hands have an even shorter amount of real daily productivity than manual laborers. Microsoft employees, for instance, reported that they put in only twenty-eight productive hours in a forty-five-hour workweek—a little less than six hours a day. Futurist Sara Robinson found the same thing: knowledge workers have fewer than eight hours a day of hard mental labor in them before they start making mistakes.

This relationship between working better and working less holds particularly true in any job requiring creativity, the wellspring of innovation. Experts on creativity emphasize the value of nonlinear thinking and cultivated randomness, from long walks to looking at your environment in ways you never have before. Making time for play, as well as designated downtime, has also been found to boost creativity. Experts suggest we should change the rhythm of our workdays to include periods in which we are simply letting our minds run wherever they want to go. Without play, we might never be able to make the unexpected connections that are the essence of insight.

Understanding this relationship between time on and time off also requires us to rethink leisure. Timothy Keller, a Christian theologian, laments the Western obsession with work as a cultural phenomenon. Americans think about leisure as merely “work stoppage for bodily repair” rather than a time to “simply contemplate and enjoy the world.”

The Declaration of Independence notwithstanding, the United States comes fifteenth in the World Happiness Report, an index published annually by three distinguished economists that measures happiness as both an emotional state and a measure of life satisfaction across the globe. Switzerland came in first in 2015, but Denmark took the top spot in 2013 and 2014 and came in third in 2015. Observing this phenomenon, Brigid Schulte set out to discover the secret of Danish happiness and found it in the concept of hygge, which essentially means being and thriving in the moment.

After Schulte’s book Overwhelmed came out, New America sponsored an evening reception and panel in our New York offices. We invited the Danish consul general, thinking he could expand on why the Danes are so happy. He said, very simply, that the Danes think people who work all the time are boring. They don’t have time to read a book, see a play, or engage in athletic or charitable activities. So why would you want to have a conversation or spend time with them?

Risky Business

FOCUSING ON HOW LONG YOU are at work rather than what you actually get done is part of a larger set of assumptions about what it takes to do a good job when you are on the job. Bankers and consultants describe their work, often with a note of pride, as “24/7,” meaning that they are “always on.” And ambitious professionals of all varieties are increasingly tethered to their iPhones, responding to emails at all hours of the day or night. We have just seen that switching off will mean you will shine that much brighter when you turn back on, but the 24/7 mantra is also meant to capture an attitude of complete and total devotion to the task at hand.

In April 2013, women in the financial world got a rude example of the discrimination they face due to this issue. Hedge fund billionaire Paul Tudor Jones told a symposium at the University of Virginia’s McIntire School of Commerce that mothers will never rival men as traders because babies are a “focus killer.” Speaking about one of his own previous associates, he added, to illustrate his point, “As soon as that baby’s lips touched that girl’s bosom, forget it.”

Jones should not be seen as some kind of chauvinist dinosaur; during the firestorm generated by his remarks a number of women spoke up for his overall character and others said they were grateful that he put out in the open what they knew many of their male colleagues thought but would not say.

Moreover, Jones explained his reasoning in a way that encompasses some men and that is open to reasoned challenge. In his view, “macro trading requires a high degree of skill, focus, and repetition,” which is why he also rules out “men going through a divorce,” which he says will automatically reduce their trading results by 10 to 20 percent. Similarly, with respect to women, “The idea that you could think straight for sixty seconds and be able to make a rational decision is impossible, particularly when their kids are involved.”

Here Jones is simply wrong; several studies demonstrate that over the long term women traders outperform their male peers. He is locked into the world of floor traders, who require quick reflexes and intense concentration to make snap decisions in a chaotic environment. That world requires a kind of focus that allows a trader to be hyper-rational, immune from emotional turbulence of any kind. That’s why he equates women with babies with men going through a divorce. He wants to rule out any kind of emotion that might separate a human being from a machine: the perfectly rational creature we know as Homo economicus.

Another name for that kind of focus is tunnel vision, a decidedly bad thing for high-level decision makers. Indeed, in a book entitled Scarcity: Why Having Too Little Means So Much, Princeton psychologist Eldar Shafir and Harvard economist Sendhil Mullainathan have demonstrated how the scarcity of either money or time leads to decisions that are rational in the short term but irrational over the longer term. People under the stress of having to perform when they don’t have enough time tend to focus intently on the problem right in front of them, in a way that allows them to meet their immediate deadline but gets them in trouble over the long term. Less stress, on the other hand, means broader vision and better long-term decisions.

People liberated from the stress tunnel may also have a different but equally profitable attitude toward risk. Financial expert and neuroscientist John Coates examined all the data he could find on men and women’s trading patterns and identified a difference in the way that men and women trade. He finds that they are equally willing to take risks, but they take them in different ways. Men like to take them quickly, thrilling to the rapid-fire pace of the trading floor (think modern-day battlefield), whereas women prefer to take more time to analyze a security and then make the trade. Coates makes it clear that successful financial traders should be judged by “their call on the market and their understanding of risk once they put on a trade; and there is no reason to believe men are better at this than women. Importantly, the financial world desperately needs more long-term, strategic thinking, and the data indicate that women excel at this.”

Coates then, as a man, is not afraid to identify and point out differences between the way men and women behave. For him, different does not mean inferior, it just means different, and quite possibly better. Assuming that the best way is the way things have always been done is hardly a prescription for success in a fast-changing economy. Men who are focused 24/7 on the present are likely to miss the future.

—

I started teaching law in 1990, when most law faculties still had very few women. One of the consequences was that even as an assistant professor I was asked to serve on the faculty hiring committee almost every year. That committee, like all faculty committees, needed diverse representation, and schools simply did not have enough women to go around.

Faculty hiring committees at law schools look at hundreds of résumés every year, asking a small number of people to make presentations and give interviews. The committee then deliberates about whether to hire the candidate. Early on in my career, when I served on the committee at the University of Chicago Law School, I recall one of my colleagues telling me after a particularly intense round of deliberations, “Everyone tries to hire himself.”

What he meant was that each of us believes that we deserve to be on the faculty, so when we see candidates who have similar career paths to our own, we assume consciously or subconsciously that they deserve to be where we are. Faculty members who followed the traditional path of top grades, the presidency of the law review, and a Supreme Court clerkship not surprisingly look for those credentials as the minimum bar that a prospective candidate must meet. Faculty members who followed an unconventional path, as I did (mixed grades, no clerkship or law review, but a Ph.D. in another discipline and a demonstrated aptitude for scholarship), look for creative thinkers and unusual career profiles.

Hiring patterns like these are hardly restricted to law schools. Perhaps the best way to understand calcified work patterns is to recognize that the white men who got to the top by working around the clock and sacrificing their own time with their loved ones inevitably believe that the people below them who behave as they did must be the best candidates for advancement. They are thus highly suspicious, if not downright disbelieving, of data that show the benefits of working less, working differently, or even taking time out and not working at all for a while.

Joan Williams makes this point harshly but directly: “If you’ve lived a life where holidays are a nuisance, where you’ve missed your favorite uncle’s funeral and your children’s childhoods, in a culture that conflates manly heroism with long hours, it’s going to take more than a few regressions to convince you it wasn’t really necessary, after all, for your work to devour you.”

I’m not sure that it’s necessary to look at the many men and far fewer women who have made it to the top and rub their noses in what they have missed. Better to acknowledge the sacrifices they have made as prisoners of their time and cultural norms while asking them to envision a different world for their children. Better still to understand that for the majority of men, working hard was exercising their family responsibilities as they understood them and that they developed their own ideas of being a good man accordingly. As the women’s movement gained steam, we focused on being allowed to do that work ourselves, helping to make a fetish of income-generating work as a foundation of self-worth.

Now it’s up to all of us, women and men alike, to make the next big push toward equality between men and women. We’ll have to start by changing how we think.





Part II

Changing Lenses

My friends Sarah and Emily are both psychiatrists who married seven years ago and now have four-year-old twins. Although they love being mothers, they also both love their work and have flourishing careers. Twins are a handful, of course, and even though Sarah and Emily can afford to hire a caregiver to help out, one or both of them needs a more flexible work schedule or part-time work to be there for sick days, school holidays, snow days, and emergencies great and small with either the children or any paid caregiver.

How should they divide responsibilities between caregiving and breadwinning? Who should throttle back and work less to have more time at home? Should they both rearrange their practices or change jobs to work more flexible schedules? Or should one of them stop working to be a full-time caregiver while the other is the full-time breadwinner?

What criteria should they use to decide? Which one of them earns the most, or which enjoys her work the most? Which one has the best prospects for promotion? Which one is more comfortable with a flexible work schedule and a slower career trajectory, or which one’s workplace is the most flexible and accommodating of caregiving responsibilities?

Sarah and Emily decided that they will both keep working, but Sarah, who is older and earns more, has continued to work full-time while Emily cut back her practice so that she works three days a week. Their situation is not unique. My male friends in same-sex marriages tell me that they face exactly the same questions sorting out roles, all because of the absence of default rules. Gender stereotypes, no matter how much we may try to transcend them, provide those defaults. The woman starts from her “natural” position as caregiver and the man from his “natural” position as breadwinner; they negotiate, implicitly or explicitly, from those baselines. But in a relationship of two men or two women, what are the starting points? Both are breadwinners; both are equally potential caregivers.

That is the lens that same-sex couples offer the rest of us. It is no longer possible to assume, even at the subconscious level, that one member of the couple will be better at raising children and running a household and the other will excel at earning income and climbing a career ladder. There is only negotiation between two people who have different talents, desires, and obligations and who love each other, their children, their parents, and other family members.

Considering these choices invites heterosexual couples to think about the division of labor in the same gender-neutral way that same-sex couples do. It also lays bare another fact and fissure in our society: the person in a couple who stays home will be valued less than the person who goes to the office. Again, when gender is removed from the equation, it’s no longer possible to insist that discrimination against caregivers is just another way of describing discrimination against women. The truth is that we value people of either gender who invest in themselves more than we value people who invest in others.

I said in the last chapter that the women’s problem well-meaning executives want to solve is actually a care problem, a problem of not making it possible for workers with family responsibilities to work more flexibly and still stay on a leadership track. But the problem of care—or more precisely, of not valuing care—is much bigger and deeper than the challenges facing companies who want to promote women.

Fifty years ago middle-class women stayed home, cared for their families, and were manifestly unequal to their breadwinning husbands. To make them equal, we liberated women to be breadwinners too and fought for equality in the workplace. But along the way, we left caregiving behind, valuing it less and less as a meaningful and important human endeavor. Plenty of pathologies have resulted: mommy wars, distorted labor markets, shameful numbers of children in poverty, narrower options for men, and a continued advantage for all the male executives with a spouse at home.

The women’s movement challenged women and men alike and changed our thinking profoundly. But we are only halfway home. These next chapters reveal the work left undone, outlining the intellectual and emotional challenges we still have to meet and conquer.
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COMPETITION AND CARE

Today, many feminists focus their attention on a single problem. It’s not quite the glass ceiling, or even the “sticky floor,” a term coined in the early 1990s by sociologist Catherine White Berheide to mean women who are trapped in low-wage jobs without much hope of professional advancement. Women have broken through the corporate ranks in most industries and professions; they have risen in politics, universities, foundations, and many other leadership roles. Instead, the problem is the Great Stall, the barely perceptible increase in the percentage of women leaders in all these institutions since the early 1990s. We seem to be stuck at 15 percent, rising to 20 percent in good industries and falling to 5 percent in bad ones.

This stall galvanizes many feminist scholars and public figures today. Fifty years after the second wave of the feminist movement roared into life, girls are raised to believe they can be anything they want to be. They pour out of top schools with great credentials and flood into the workforce. But the growing numbers of talented women who start out on professional career tracks just make it more frustrating to see how few actually make it to the top.

I too have been primarily focused on this problem for much of my adult life, and indeed I wrote my Atlantic article to address this specific issue. Since then, however, I began to realize the ways in which focusing primarily on women at the top, while understandable from the perspective of wanting women to have access to the levers of economic, political, and social power, creates a distorted lens. It is as if we were to diagnose a disease by examining the symptoms in only one part of the body.

If the ultimate goal is the real equality of men and women in American society, then it’s vital that we look at the situation of all women.

A COMMON PATTERN

WIDENING THE LENS BEYOND THE ranks of women with professional careers reveals an unlovely symmetry. We see far too few women at the top, yes, but we also see far too many women at the bottom. The statistics are equally jarring in both directions. Women hold less than 15 percent of executive officer positions in Fortune 500 companies and 62 percent of minimum-wage jobs. As a result, one in three adult women is living in poverty or just on the edge of poverty. For single mothers, the picture is particularly bleak. Almost two-thirds of them are working in dead-end, poorly compensated jobs without flexibility or benefits.

When we broaden our definition of the problem in this way, the solutions offered to help advance women in recent years (including some of my own) are radically incomplete. It just isn’t plausible that too many women are at the bottom of American society because they are not trying hard enough, are too perfectionist, or lack confidence. Those factors may well play an important role in holding back educated women with great initial career prospects, but they cannot explain why single mothers continue to fall through the cracks and end up in poverty.

It’s possible, of course, that women at the top and at the bottom simply inhabit different spheres, with different explanations for what’s holding them back or keeping them down. British economist Alison Wolf points out that for much of history women essentially shared the same fate. “Elite or poor, Irish or Indian, marriage and child-bearing were women’s necessary aspirations. You married well, or badly. You bore living children to support you, or did not. On those realities, as a female, your whole life hinged,” she writes in her book The XX Factor. Today, she argues, women’s life experiences have diverged dramatically, such that “womanhood” is no longer a category that defines a common experience.

I don’t challenge Wolf’s data, but in looking at the stark facts of women at the top and at the bottom, a common pattern in their seemingly disparate experiences begins to emerge. Once we see it, it’s like looking at an impressionist painting composed only of little dots of color that suddenly becomes comprehensible when we step back a bit. From the right vantage point, the dots fall into patterns that reveal a recognizable scene, a luncheon party or a field of flowers.

The key to that pattern lies in two complementary human drives: competition, the impulse to pursue our self-interest in a world in which others are pursuing theirs, and care, the impulse to put others first. These are the two great motivators of men and women alike. Anthropologists, sociologists, psychologists, and now neuroscientists study the ways in which different impulses in our brains and the resulting behaviors have allowed the human race to survive and progress. We fight with one another and strive to outdo one another in ways that push innovation and change, but we are also social animals who need relationships and human connection to thrive. Indeed, anthropologist Sarah Blaffer Hrdy observes that the capacity for caring about strangers is so unique to humans that “along with language and symbolic thought this capacity for compassion is quintessentially human.” Indeed, it is “what…defines us as human.”

Suppose then that what unites all women is the struggle to combine competition and care in a system that rewards one and penalizes the other? Yet if they are two equally valuable and necessary human drives, why should that be? It is no more justifiable to value the production of income over the provision of care than it is to value white over black, straight over gay, or men over women. Competition produces money. But care produces people.

Think about it. Countless women have described the ways that they became invisible the minute they left paid work to take care of their children or other family members. Sociologist Pamela Stone quotes Maeve, a 52-year-old former lawyer, on this point: “It was like all of a sudden I didn’t exist….You know, six months ago I was working in the U.S. Attorney’s office doing all this hot stuff. My name was in The New York Times….Now I’m nobody.”

“Nobody.” In other words, if all you do is care for other people, an activity just as if not more essential to the survival of the human race as earning an income, you lose your very identity as a person of value.

It is this devaluing of and discrimination against caregiving that provides the common thread linking the experiences of women at the top and at the bottom. If a young female lawyer or banker on a promising career track decides to leave early every day to be home with her kids for dinner, work part-time, or take time out for a while to be a full-time caregiver, she is quickly knocked out of the game—meaning the competition for the top. And if she takes time out completely, her time spent caregiving is a black mark on her résumé going forward, a hole that she will vainly try to cover over or explain away when and if she tries to re-enter the job market.

Now consider the woman at the bottom. She is likely to be a single mother who has no choice but to be the sole breadwinner and caregiver for her family. Half of single moms in the United States make less than $25,000 a year. Compared to single parents in other high-income countries, American single parents have the highest poverty rate and the weakest income-support system.

Statistics like these provide an abstract summary of the lives of large numbers of people. But let’s bring it home. Ranie Sherr is a single mom of two in South Scranton, Pennsylvania, who makes minimum wage. Because of childcare issues and a fall on the ice during the long winter of 2013, Sherr missed four days of work in a single week. “My next check is only going to be for 7.5 hours,” Sherr told The Times-Tribune of Scranton. “I don’t know how I’m going to make ends meet.”

María, a single mom in Providence, Rhode Island, worked in a factory and earned $7.40 an hour. If she missed a shift because her son was sick, they would take her off work for two weeks, and then they’d give her fewer hours when they finally did let her return. She told researchers at the Urban Institute, “There was no flexibility even to go to the bathroom. You can’t go to the bathroom more than twice a day, and they yell at you, ‘Where were you?!’ ‘Move it!’—it’s incredible. And they watch you when you go to the bathroom and they follow you to the bathroom. ‘Move it! Move it!’ ‘Are you tired? You can’t be tired here!’ ” She lost that job and, subsequently, her childcare arrangement for nine months. She found a new job, with better bosses, though she still had low pay and limited flexibility to care for her son.

As a society, we value Ranie’s and María’s breadwinning. Indeed, the entire reform of U.S. welfare programs under President Bill Clinton was designed to insist that the beneficiaries of what had been called Aid to Families with Dependent Children, which was overwhelmingly aid to single mothers, go to work in return for their benefits. Fair enough, if you believe, as I do, in the dignity and value of work. But why don’t we believe in the equal dignity and value of caring for others? Particularly when those “others” are our own future citizens? President Clinton intended the new welfare work requirements to be coupled with investments in child care that would allow women to work. Yet today we don’t provide affordable daycare, early-education, and after-school programs that take up the caregiving slack. We don’t provide paid leave that any worker can use when a child is sick. The result is that a mother with dependent children must patch together an unstable and unreliable network of caregivers in ways that sharply hamper her ability to succeed at her job and climb out of poverty.

For middle-class families, the struggle to balance caregiving and breadwinning is a daily grind and often the tipping point that drives them into poverty and bankruptcy court. In The Two Income-Trap, Elizabeth Warren and Amelia Warren Tyagi describe how a divorce sent Gayle Pritchard, a college-educated HR professional, into bankruptcy. She couldn’t afford to make mortgage payments on the family’s modest home on her $46,000-a-year salary alone, and her ex-husband was not required to pay much in the way of child support. Pritchard’s story is all too common; indeed, “Motherhood is now the single best indicator that an unmarried middle-class woman will end up bankrupt.” (emphasis added) Those mothers continue to pay the price long after their children are grown. Ann Crittenden notes that because unpaid caregivers do not earn Social Security credits or have access to other parts of the social safety net, motherhood is “the single biggest risk factor for poverty in old age.”

Privileged women who can afford to take time out or choose more flexible schedules to fit in caregiving may give up promotions and the shining aspirations that led them through college and professional school and into the workforce. Poor women who are both breadwinners and caregivers find themselves in far more serious straits, wondering how they are going to feed their families. They are often giving up on any hope of escaping the poverty they grew up in and creating better lives for their children. Without minimizing the differences in these women’s lives, they all pay a price for having loved ones who need care.

Not valuing caregiving is the taproot, the deeper problem that gives rise to distortion and discrimination in multiple areas of American society. When we open our eyes and change our lenses to focus on competition and care rather than women and work, we can see new solutions and new coalitions that can open the door to progress and change. Care can provide a new political banner under which all women can unite.

REUNITING THE SISTERHOOD

THE EARLY DAYS OF THE women’s movement, which we knew in the early 1970s as “women’s lib,” were part of the much larger social revolution of the 1960s and 1970s. The banner of the women’s movement was “liberation,” from stereotypes, restrictions, pedestals, boxes, discrimination, sexism, harassment, bras, and girdles—everything that confined women in predetermined roles. Young people wanted to be liberated from the establishment conformism of the 1950s—think the gray suits, perfect wives, and nonstop martinis of Mad Men. African Americans wanted to be liberated from the institutionalized legacies of slavery. The common thread was a revolution for equality, fairness, peace, and above all justice: equal rights under law.

Women came together in what felt like a genuine sisterhood. One of the earliest focuses of the movement was to define sexual harassment and then make it illegal; to tighten up on rape laws; and to fight to give women control over their bodies. Women may have been divided on the desirability of working outside the home, but women of every race, ethnicity, class, and creed could make common cause over being treated as sex objects.

Gloria Steinem, an icon of the new feminism who managed to combine miniskirts with media savvy and a gift for leadership, gave a commencement address at Vassar in the early summer of 1970 that became a manifesto for a much broader vision of what women were fighting for. She called the women’s movement “a revolutionary bridge” “between black and white women” and between women and “the construction workers and the suburbanites, between Mr. Nixon’s Silent Majority and the young people it fears.” Women could provide the link between all those groups, she said, because they “are sisters; they have many of the same problems, and they can communicate with each other.”

Steinem’s vision still inspires, but she was assuming a lot even then. Many poor women, and certainly many women of color, never felt included. Less than a decade after Steinem spoke, for instance, Alice Walker coined the term “womanism” as a larger umbrella term that included feminism but focused more on the experiences of women of color and oppressed groups more generally.

Four decades later, even the sisterhood that was forged has frayed considerably. Wealthy, middle-income, working-class, and poor women live very different lives. African American women, Hispanic women, Asian women, lesbian women, married women, single women, Democratic women, Republican women, women in the workplace, and stay-at-home mothers—all have different life experiences and many are represented by advocacy or affinity groups that themselves pursue different agendas. But all, in different ways, have experienced the impact of discrimination against caregiving, as have women around the world.

Rich and Poor

I HAVE BEEN CRITICIZED FOR being a privileged, wealthy, liberal white woman who cannot imagine the lives of the vast majority of women across the United States. Feminist scholar Catherine Rottenberg, for instance, argues that the whole idea of “balance” is a privileged preserve. “From Private Woman through the New Woman and Superwoman,” she writes, “it has finally become possible to speak about the Balanced Woman,” a narrative “predicated on the erasure or exclusion of the vast majority of women.” Rottenberg believes we place far too much emphasis on happiness and positive affect, and far too little emphasis on “equal rights, justice, or emancipation as the end goals for…feminism.”

Susan Faludi, the Pulitzer Prize winner and author of feminist classics like Backlash and Stiffed, believes that books like Lean In and articles like my piece in The Atlantic are evidence that we’ve abandoned the collective struggle for women’s liberation to focus on the individual advancement of the already privileged and that we’ve fully bought into a corrupt system. “It’s been more than forty years since ‘Dress for Success’ and ‘Having It All’ (neither, by the way, coined by actual feminists) were enshrined in the liberatory lexicon and crowded out the authentic feminist dream of transforming human society,” Faludi writes. “Four decades later, we are seeing the sad fruits of that failure of will. We have redefined feminism as women’s right to be owned by the system, to be owned as much as men have been owned.”

I am sympathetic to the view that contemporary feminism no longer unites women in its original quest for broader social transformation. I knew and acknowledged that I was writing my article for a relatively wealthy and educated audience. Yet many women who wrote to me from less privileged backgrounds told me that my experiences and perspectives spoke to them as well.

Tanya Sockol Harrington, who works with firefighters, was one example. She lamented that she could not get the college degree she needed to advance in her career. “As a mother to four, one of whom has medical issues, married to a man with a full-time career of his own there is simply no way I can attain this level of education,” she wrote me. “I have my high school diploma and the classes I took for the fire service at our local community college. While my husband is a nice person the reality is that the bulk of the home responsibilities fall on my shoulders.”

The question of how to fit caregiving together with our goals for ourselves is common to both Tanya and me. To deny this unity of experience is to deny equality of purpose to women in lower income brackets. We all have aspirations in the realms of education and in our professional lives, but we want to be there for our loved ones as well. Catherine Rottenberg and others are right, however, to highlight the ways in which focusing on work-life balance speaks primarily to women with professional careers. “Balance” is a luxury. Equality is a necessity.

When we stop talking about work-life balance and start talking about discrimination against care and caregiving, we see the world differently. We see a link between a post-maternity leave flextime mother who gets less interesting assignments for less important clients and an employer’s refusal to provide sick days, personal days, or any flexibility to a working mother (or working father) in the first place. In both instances the workplace is discriminating in favor of workers who can outsource caregiving to someone else. And in both cases employers are assuming that it is impossible to be both a committed caregiver and a good worker. But why should that be? The least we can do is to force employers to justify that assumption.

Similarly, we see a common discriminatory assumption embedded in our view of a woman’s caregiving years spent out of the paid workforce as a yawning gap on her résumé and our failure to include the hundred million–plus hours of unpaid care work done in households across the country every year in our national GDP. In both cases we assume that care work is not work that really matters, even though it is essential to the dignity and the wellbeing of the elderly and the sick and to the very brain formation and growth of the young. Nor do we assume that it can in any way benefit the caregiver in ways that are individually valuable and desirable in other contexts.

At the low end, the motherhood penalty becomes something much more dire: what economist Nancy Folbre called, back in 1985, the “the pauperization of motherhood.” Three decades later, in a 2012 volume on care provision and policies in the United States published by the prestigious Russell Sage Foundation, Folbre and her co-authors note all the ways that low-income families are affected by the relatively sparse public subsidies for care provision. They typically have more children than higher-income families, meaning that they simultaneously have greater caregiving demands and a greater need for paid income. At the same time, “with low wages and little savings” they have a much harder time navigating the special demands of aging or ill family members. And while mothers are paid less up and down the income ladder, that difference has a far greater impact on families who have little to begin with.

In our new vocabulary, the motherhood penalty is a prime example of discrimination against caregiving, a bias that operates up and down the income scale. Though the consequences are far worse for poor women, still, in relative terms, the pauperization of motherhood at the bottom parallels the penalization of motherhood at the top. If we truly valued caregiving—thought that it was not only necessary but important and valuable and hard—we would make every effort to accommodate and support it and judge workers based not on our assumptions but on their results.

Caught in the Middle

THE LIVES OF MIDDLE-CLASS WOMEN in the United States are increasingly shaped by the tug-of-war between competition and care, but in two sharply different ways. On the one hand, the substitution of two breadwinners for one breadwinner and one caregiver has made those families far less resilient. Warren and Tyagi document the ravages of the “two-income trap” among American middle-class families, showing the ways in which women’s entry into the workforce over the past four decades has meant losing the safety net that once allowed traditional single-breadwinner families to ride out financial reverses. “A stay-at-home mother served as the family’s ultimate insurance against unemployment or disability”: insurance because if Dad lost his job, Mom could still go to work and keep the family afloat. But with both parents working and the family depending on dual incomes as a baseline, the safety net of Mom getting a job if she has to disappears.

Warren and Tyagi’s point is not to put mothers back in the home: these mothers are working because it takes both parents to provide for their families. It is to highlight the ways in which a stay-at-home parent provides substantial economic value to a society, as insurer and also back-up caregiver, able to step into the breach when a family member falls sick or an elderly relative requires help driving to the doctor or balancing a checkbook. As a society, the ways in which we value breadwinning over caregiving have made us blind to these costs: we miss the ways in which more money cannot actually substitute for care.

In those middle-class families with two parents that are still surviving on a single wage, it’s still more likely to be coming from Dad than from Mom. I asked Pew Research to crunch the numbers, and Richard Fry, a senior researcher, discovered that among middle-income couples where only one spouse was employed, 70 percent of those breadwinners were men. But those numbers are slowly shifting, as jobs in traditionally female sectors are expanding just as jobs in traditionally male sectors have contracted.

In communities across the country where manufacturing jobs for men have disappeared, the decent jobs that have remained are overwhelmingly in “eds and meds”: education and healthcare. These are care jobs—work that involves the nurturing and support of the young, the sick, and the old. They are jobs that we have traditionally valued less and paid less than jobs in the competitive sector of the economy; indeed, most schools and hospitals are not-for-profit, taking the competition out of the sector. They are women’s jobs.

That pattern is set to continue. As I noted in chapter 2, books such as Hanna Rosin’s The End of Men and Liza Mundy’s The Richer Sex document the ways in which the economic shift from industry toward service and information is advantaging traditionally “feminine” skills such as social intelligence, open communication, and even the ability to sit still. Rosin examines the thirty professions projected to add the most jobs over the next decade and concludes that “women dominate twenty, including nursing, accounting, home health assistance, childcare, and food preparation.”

I had a personal experience with this phenomenon several summers ago, when Andy suddenly fell sick in London and he checked into a central London hospital. As he was moved onto the ward, I looked at the nursing chart and thought to myself that it looked exactly like a corporate board chart in reverse. Of some twenty-five nurses, all were women except for three or four men (and none of them appeared to be British-born). My recent encounters with the U.S. healthcare system have revealed similar patterns. Only about 9 percent of nurses in the United States are men, which works out to about 330,000 male nurses compared to 3.2 million female nurses. Yet we have a chronic nursing shortage.

These statistics make it all too clear that the middle-class map has been redrawn by women leaving their traditional caregiving roles due to the economic necessity of having two breadwinners to support a middle-class family, and men losing their traditional breadwinning jobs and being unprepared, unwilling, or unable to take on work in the caring sectors of the economy. Valuing care—and paying for it—could make care jobs more attractive to men and help bolster the middle class.

Women of Every Color

FOCUSING ON CARE AS EQUAL to competition also holds out the possibility that white women, particularly upper-class white women, will hear the voices of many women of color differently. For generations of African American women, caregiving and breadwinning have been the same thing; they have earned their living and supported or helped support their own families by caring for other people’s families. As Lonnae O’Neal Parker writes, “There has never been a national effort to keep black women at home, caring sweetly for their children. They have always worked, and their work has never been a separate thing from their mothering.”

No single African American thinker or writer can speak for African American women as a whole, of course, but Taigi Smith, a writer and network news producer, offers a powerful critique that further emphasizes Alison Wolf’s claim that feminism for elite women has deepened “gender segregation” for women as a whole:


I declared myself a womanist when I realized that white women’s feminism really didn’t speak to my needs as the daughter of a black, single, domestic worker. I felt that, historically, white women were working hard to liberate themselves from housework and childcare, while women of color got stuck cleaning their kitchens and raising their babies. When I realized that feminism largely liberated white women at the economic and social expense of women of color, I knew I was fundamentally unable to call myself a feminist.



From this perspective, being able to stay home and raise your own children is a different kind of liberation. Indeed, the writings of many African American feminists offer a strong, positive, affirming vision of motherhood. They describe motherhood as a source of power, not penalty, providing a way to push back against negative stereotypes rather than to confirm them. Black women writers like Gwendolyn Brooks, Marita Golden, and Alice Walker all describe the ways that a child connects the mother “to some power in herself, some power to speak, to be heard, to articulate feelings.”

Walker makes this point in her driving and rhythmic prose:


It is not my child who tells me: I have no femaleness white women must affirm. Not my child who says: I have no rights black men must respect. It is not my child who has purged my face from history and herstory, and left mystory just that, a mystery; my child loves my face and would have it on every page, if she could, as I have loved my own parents’ faces above all others….We are together, my child and I. Mother and child, yes, but sisters really, against whatever denies us all that we are.



Caring here is a source of power, growth, and personal fulfillment for the caregiver as well as the person being cared for. The child gives the parent dignity and purpose; the parent gives the child hopes of a better future.

I certainly cannot claim to speak for women of color; I can only try to hear them. Many come from cultures that emphasize the bonds of family far more than white Anglo-Saxon Protestant culture does. As the United States becomes plurality Hispanic, for instance, the care networks of extended families that are a strong part of Hispanic culture should become a much more evident part of American culture. African American culture has also long placed a greater emphasis on caring for all relatives, not just members of the nuclear family, than white culture does.

Starting from the perspective of care would place a much higher value on the work that women of color have traditionally done and open the door to many new conversations. They will not be uniform, of course. But at the very least, they help us escape the assumption that the experience of white well-off women in the United States is the feminist benchmark.

CARE BEYOND FAMILIES

SINGLE PEOPLE NEED BALANCE TOO. As Kate Bolick, author of Spinster: Making a Life of One’s Own, noted on The Atlantic’s website, when you work in an office, regardless of marital or parental status or gender, “You get home way too late, you don’t exercise enough, you blow too much money on mediocre lunch options, you die a slow death in each long, pointless meeting.” Another former student of mine who is single and in the Foreign Service observed that his married counterparts fought tooth and nail not to get assigned to hardship, dangerous, or unaccompanied posts. “Granted, single people don’t have the demands of a family, but it doesn’t mean that we make any less of a sacrifice or that we enjoy such posts either,” he wrote to me.

The story of care and the single person has several strands. First is the resentment that many singles or members of childless couples feel at being ignored or talked over in work-family debates, an omission that often translates into the implicit assumption that care is only for parents. We love and care for many different people in our lives, in our nuclear, extended, and constructed families. Taking time to spend with a friend living through or dying of cancer, for instance, should rank certainly as high or higher on the care meter as watching a child’s soccer game.

A second strand is the assumption that people who do not have family members to go home to have no reason to want to go home. Even viewed purely from the performance standpoint as competitors, they will perform far better if they rest and recharge. Care also has many faces. Caring for members of your community—your church, temple, mosque, YMCA, local food bank, Little League, Big Brothers and Sisters organization, and so many more—occupies a different but no less important part of the care spectrum as family responsibilities.

The third and final strand, perhaps least well understood, is the importance of self-care. The millennials who are now insisting, well before they have families, that they “want a life” are smart enough to know that caring for themselves, for their bodies through regular exercise and for their minds and souls through activities that stretch and sustain them beyond their work, is essential to their health and happiness over a lifetime. They may have been forced into this discovery due to the sharply limited work options they have confronted since the Great Recession, but they appear to have made a virtue of necessity. They are investing in themselves more intelligently than their older colleagues who stay chained to their desks in response to the outmoded and inefficient dictates of a twentieth-century workplace.

PAID CARE

THE EASIEST WAY TO MEASURE the value we place on care is to see how little we are willing to pay for it. Caregivers are among the lowest-paid American workers. Moreover, “low-income African American and immigrant women are heavily overrepresented in the most poorly paid care jobs.” That’s the trifecta of low value: woman, color, and care.

A remarkable young Chinese American woman named Ai-jen Poo has fought an important and courageous campaign to improve the incomes and living conditions of paid careworkers. She has been organizing immigrant women workers for almost two decades; her work led to the Domestic Workers’ Bill of Rights in New York, which gives nannies and housekeepers the right to overtime pay, a day of rest for every seven days worked, three paid days off each year, and explicit protection under New York State human rights laws. Writing about that campaign in her book The Age of Dignity, she describes a “winning coalition that crossed lines of race, class, gender, and age”: union members, farmworkers, “racial justice groups, immigrant groups, women’s organizations, faith-based groups, students, celebrities.” She also links the importance of the work these women do to the “elder boom” in America, which is already upon us as the baby boomers age, pointing out that in care work, the boss cannot be the enemy. The employers of home-care workers are often the very people they care for, or those people’s parents or children.

The point here is that the economic, social, and human dimensions of care intersect so many lives in ways that cannot be captured by traditional economic, social, and political divides. Atul Gawande, a surgeon and a writer who describes his experiences with elder patients and his own father in his book Being Mortal, reminds us that even if we are not giving care ourselves now, we cannot avoid needing it later. “Your chances of avoiding the nursing home,” he writes, “are directly related to the number of children you have, and, according to what little research has been done, having at least one daughter seems to be crucial to the amount of help you will receive.” All of us, then, have a stake in ensuring that when we get to that stage of life, our children or other younger relatives have the ability to help care for us. Valuing care now is in our own self-interest.

A COALITION FOR CARE

CARE IS THE CRUCIBLE THAT can help reforge the sisterhood of the early feminist movement and expand and shape it into a much broader human coalition. Care can unite women up and down the income scale and across races and ethnicities. It can unite the experiences of heterosexual and same-sex couples, older generations and younger ones. It can provide a common metric for the quality of single and married life, for couples and communities of different kinds.

Valuing care also offers a compass to a new set of workplace and national policies. Challenging employers, politicians, and ordinary citizens to explain why, exactly, it is more important and valuable to compete with one another than to care for one another forces a hard and searching look at what we say but do not do, what we assume but won’t admit.
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IS MANAGING MONEY REALLY HARDER THAN MANAGING KIDS?

During the course of writing this book, I gave a lecture called “Having a Life” to Princeton’s graduating seniors in which I argued that they should value breadwinning and caregiving equally over the course of their lifetimes. I asked a number of my volunteer student researchers to canvass their male friends in particular for their reactions, and one young man, an economics major, offered a careful response. From his perspective, the problem is “that people internalize the judgments of the market on caregivers and breadwinners.” It’s much easier to value the contribution of breadwinners, because their performance is compensated in the common metric of money. Moreover, consider the laws of supply and demand. “There is a more limited supply of able breadwinners than there is of caregivers. This means that socially, the worth of caregivers is ‘priced’ lower than that of breadwinners.” To illustrate the point more fully, he outlined a thought experiment.


Suppose we decide that the value of janitors and computer scientists to our society is the same. We clearly need both for our society to function the way we want it to. However, it’s unlikely a janitor will get as much social respect as a computer scientist, because many people can be janitors (just as many people can be good caregivers), but few can be good computer scientists (as relatively few can be successful breadwinners). So, while it is perfectly valid for us to argue that breadwinners and caregivers should be valued equally in theory, it will be nearly as difficult to achieve social equality for breadwinners and caregivers in reality as it will be for janitors and computer scientists.



I was grateful for his honesty. He was willing to bring out into the open a deep assumption about the nature of caregiving: that it is something many people can do with little training. Although he doesn’t quite go this far, to him caregiving is nearly analogous to being a janitor. Janitors clean floors; caregivers bathe children or aging parents. Software developers or, for example, money managers do important work that requires high-level training.

But is managing money really harder than managing kids? This chapter will challenge that assumption head-on. Not by trying to lower our estimation of the difficulty and value of money management, but by raising our estimation of the value and importance of caregiving and the skills we need to do it well. In economic terms, caregiving is investment in human capital, our most precious asset as a society.

It may seem obvious, but let’s be clear about the meanings of “breadwinning” and “caregiving.” In any society that has a system of exchange beyond barter, adults have to earn income—to pay the rent or the mortgage; buy food, clothing, and furniture; pay for transportation, heat, electricity, health insurance, and a phone. Breadwinning.

One or both members of a couple must also do the work that turns that income into goods and services necessary for survival and flourishing: shopping, cooking, cleaning, washing, driving, repairing, organizing, and outsourcing. And that is just the physical dimension of care, the taking care of another human being in the same way that a caretaker looks after a house or property. “Caregiving,” the term we typically use when we mean taking care of other people, includes the additional emotional component of love and nurture, the transformation of an income stream into the lifeblood of human connection.

This broader understanding of caregiving also includes teaching, discipline (holding the line even in the face of tears, threats, and curses), coaching, encouraging, problem solving, character building, and role modeling. Often caregiving is about reliability: simply being there when being there is important to your child, your parent, or your spouse. And it’s about support: focusing on someone else’s needs and figuring out how to meet them, whether finding a lost sock, book, or cellphone or offering a genuinely attentive ear.

Care is the complement to competition in whatever we do. Good caregivers, including managers and leaders, certainly know how to use competition to sharpen incentives to succeed. But good competitors equally understand the value of care.

CAREGIVING

IN THE PRICE OF MOTHERHOOD, Ann Crittenden tells a story about being in the home of a family-care provider and watching her serve lunch to a group of kids ranging in age from eighteen months to five years.


When a four-year-old tipped over a glass of milk, she calmly said, “Uh-oh, that’s why we have plastic over the table.” She fetched a cloth and wiped up most of the spill, then handed it to the boy to finish the job. Within a minute he was happy again, unaware of all that had gone into the incident: the preparation of a child-friendly, accident-proof environment; the everyone-makes-mistakes acceptance of a small child’s natural clumsiness; the avoidance of blame; the efficient, cando solving of a problem; the child’s assumption that he was part of the solution, expected to clean up a mess and presumed to have the competence to do it.



Wow. I certainly never managed to communicate all of that to my kids when they spilled something. Indeed, I flinch a bit as I think back to breakfast time when they were under five and we had to get them out the door to daycare at the same time that Andy and I were trying to read early morning email, prepare for class, or meet some writing deadline, all while trying to get out the door ourselves. As one colleague of mine said about such mornings, “The question was not whether there was yelling, it was just about when the yelling started.” But even with more time and less stress, I don’t think I would have figured out how to handle a spill in a way that teaches important life lessons, at least not without a lot of time and reading.

Perhaps, then, we can bump caregiving a couple of notches higher than cleaning. According to Megan Gunnar, a Regents Professor at the University of Minnesota who works at the intersection of developmental psychology and neuroscience, a good early-childhood caregiver needs the analytical skills of a physicist, the adaptive abilities of a crisis manager, the emotional insight of a psychologist, and the range of general knowledge of a Jeopardy! champion. As she puts it, caring for young children “requires this capacity to analyze what’s happening in the moment, figure out what concept the child could be learning. Which physics concept should I be teaching here? Which numerical concept is this appropriate for? What language arts can I do? [Responding] in the moment, dynamically, really takes analytic skills, executive function, ordering and sequencing, and knowing a lot of information.”

What difference does that kind of care make? Today we have neuroscientific evidence for the proposition that the kind of care you receive from birth to age five can set you up or keep you down for life. Over a decade ago the National Academy of Sciences published the book Neurons to Neighborhoods: The Science of Early Childhood Development. The book opens with a simple proposition: “From the time of conception to the first day of kindergarten, development proceeds at a pace exceeding that of any subsequent stage of life.” Moreover, that development “is shaped by a dynamic and continuous interaction between biology and experience.”

A more recent study tallied the results of a North Carolina social experiment that first began in the early 1970s. The Carolina Abecedarian Project compared two sets of disadvantaged children: one set received high-quality, stimulating care and excellent nutrition eight hours a day from birth to age five; the other set was the control group, which received no external intervention. Four decades later, the adults who received great care as children were over four times more likely to have a college degree, and they were also physically healthier than the adults who were in the control group as children. Think about the implications of this study. It means that we are baking in the achievement gap between disadvantaged citizens and their privileged peers in the first five years of life. But it also means that if we want to, we can level the playing field.

If we value human capital as a society, we should value the array of jobs involved in caring for and educating young children—from birth through age eight—every bit as much as we value money managers or computer scientists. We should be looking for people of intelligence, creativity, education, and experience who see their jobs as cultivating the neural development, discipline, character, independence, curiosity, and creativity in children that will determine their life chances. They are, quite literally, growing the next generation of citizens, ensuring that they have an equal shot at fulfilling their individual potential and that we have the talent, creativity, and resilience we need as a nation.

When I think back to my childhood, so many of my memories are of my parents and grandparents taking me to libraries, museums, and historic sites; of them reading to me and answering my questions once I was old enough to read myself. My Belgian grandfather, Grandpère, had a wonderful collection of small objects on his desk, each with a story that opened the door to a history lesson or a reflection on human nature. I particularly remember a small framed picture showing three scenes of two donkeys tied together by a rope. In the first scene they are pulling at cross-purposes, each straining to get at a separate pile of hay. The second and third scenes show them working together to eat first one pile and then the other. The caption is “Cooperation.” How often, during the many years of my life that I have spent studying conflict and cooperation between states, have I remembered that picture and our discussions of it.

At the other end of life, educated caregivers can expand the length and the quality of life for the generation that is leaving the stage. The central message of Atul Gawande’s Being Mortal is that we treat elders the way we treat preschoolers, focusing more on their safety than their autonomy. Imagine how difficult it must be to lose your independence at the end of your life—being forced to return to a world in which your mealtimes, bedtimes, and activities are completely regulated by someone else. Good eldercare-givers, who are trained to understand the physiology and psychology of aging, can make almost as much difference in how we end our lives as childcare-givers make in how we live them.

Keren Brown Wilson, one of the originators of the concept of assisted living, points out that supporting people to do what they want to do, from dressing themselves to eating to reading, is a lot harder than just doing it for them—as every parent of a toddler knows! Anyone may be able to do the physical work of taking care of people. But again, actually giving care, enabling the person being cared for to flourish and make the most of his or her capabilities at a particular stage of life, requires knowledge and experience.

CARE-GETTING

THE CONVENTIONAL WISDOM IS THAT caregiving is just that, giving, an activity about others, while competing is about winning, advancing the self. That is a cramped and narrow view, however. In fact, caring is about exploring and developing the side of yourself that flourishes in connection to other human beings, rather than in competition with them. Caring has its own personal rewards, just as competition does, but of a different kind. When you give, you get—in so many ways.

Allison Stevens, a Washington, D.C.–based journalist, wrote a comment on how Betty Friedan experienced the obligations of child rearing as an endless cycle of ennui and mopping and tooth-brushing. In Stevens’s experience, however, mothering has included plenty of hard work and boredom, “but it’s also been laughter, sunshine, swing sets and wonder. Some of the best stuff life has to offer.” The “wonder” part, as Alison Gopnik puts it in The Philosophical Baby, is the ability children have “to explore both the actual world and all the possible worlds,” an attribute we also associate with genius.

Even with all the frustrations of trying to haul teenage boys out of bed in the morning, get decent food into them at some point in the day, and convince them to use just a little judgment, seeing my older son go off to college this year left a hard lump in my throat. Hanging out late at night after he convinced me to bring up a milkshake, against all household rules about eating in his bedroom and after he’d already eaten a huge dinner, talking about nothing in particular but then suddenly something important—those are the moments I treasure and know will never come again in quite the same way. Listening to my younger son and my husband argue over piano practice night after night can be tiresome, but then suddenly the piece comes right and I simply marvel at the idea that anyone in the house, much less a child of mine, can make such beautiful music.

Sunday dinners have provided another small but pleasing ritual. Over the past few years, given the boys’ teenage schedules and my own commute to Washington, D.C., a couple of days a week, it has been very hard to have a regular dinner schedule. But I usually manage to cook on Sundays and the kids know not to make other plans. I am hardly a domestic goddess; on the contrary, I adamantly refused to learn to cook, sew, or iron growing up. And yet planning and making a nice meal, or organizing a holiday and hosting our extended family, satisfies something deep in my soul.

Equally valuable is the opportunity as a parent to release all your inhibitions. I remember one family dinner years ago when Andy got up to get something out of the refrigerator. He opened the fridge door and then shut it again quickly, with a wide-eyed look on his face. Turning to the boys, who were probably four and six at the time, he said dramatically, “There’s a tiger in there!” much to their delight. That’s my hyper-rational professor husband I’m talking about, being wonderfully goofy, showing a side of himself that most of the world never gets to see. Jennifer Senior puts it best: the joys of being crazy with kids “give us a reprieve from etiquette, let us shelve our inhibitions, make it possible for our self-conscious, rule-observing self to be tucked away. For a few blessed moments, we’re streaming, uncorked ids.”

Beyond the silly and satisfying moments are far deeper benefits. Wharton School professor and sociologist Adam Grant has drawn on extensive empirical psychological research to explode myths about leadership for men and women. In his book Give and Take, Grant starts out by asking which category of people are most likely to be at the bottom of the work hierarchy: “givers,” “takers,” or “matchers.” Almost everyone presented with this question answers “givers.” Sadly, they are right.

Grant then asks the same question with regard to the personality type of people most likely to be at the top of corporate hierarchies. After thinking for a second, most people answer “takers,” although some may guess “matchers.” They are wrong. The answer, once again, is “givers.”

Givers are great successes not just in fields like education, where doing things for others might fit in better with the core mission, but also in business and even politics, which are not generally seen as warm and fuzzy fields. That’s because being a giver doesn’t mean you’re a doormat, and it doesn’t even mean that you’re necessarily nice. It just means you continuously do things without expecting anything in return.

Grant describes how Abraham Lincoln’s political career was built on giving. When Lincoln first ran for the U.S. Senate in Illinois, he ended up withdrawing so that he could help Lyman Trumbull win—that’s because Lincoln and Trumbull shared a commitment to abolishing slavery, and that goal was more important to Lincoln than being a senator. Though Trumbull lost, Lincoln’s behavior built goodwill and trust, and it helped him establish a reputation that would eventually land him in the White House.

It’s worth noting that Lincoln’s supportive actions didn’t pay off right away. His behavior over time led to networks of supporters who ultimately helped him along the road to the White House. Working parents are especially well equipped to bring that same kind of giver sensibility into the office, and taking the long view is important for them, as they may have moments when they need to step back from work. We need to stop thinking of that giving, caring personality as a roadblock to success or leadership and start thinking of it as a new, authentic way forward.

CARE GROWING

ANDY COMES FROM A LONG line of professors, including his father, his aunt and uncle on his father’s side, and his father’s father, a great Hungarian professor of Byzantine history. His aunt Edu, a retired professor of linguistics at the University of Wisconsin, is beloved by all the family. A few years ago, Edu sent me a small book entitled On Caring, by a now little-known philosopher named Milton Mayeroff. It was first published back in 1971 as part of a series of forty-five books called World Perspectives, an effort by some of the most distinguished scholars, politicians, and artists of the time to help make sense of the world “in a new era of evolutionary history, one in which rapid change is a dominant consequence.” Sounds familiar!

This slim volume was a revelation to me, like a secret that had been hiding in plain sight. A man wrote it. A man who was writing not for an audience of women who want “work-life balance” but for entrepreneurs, leaders, and managers, as well as men and women of all types trying to figure out what a well-lived life might look like. After reading On Caring, I felt like I finally had the missing piece of a complicated puzzle; everything finally fit together. Suddenly, I saw how all the aspects of a caring personality, though commonly derided as “soft,” are actually just as vital—at home and in the workplace—as any of the “hard” aspects of a competitive personality.

The book’s central message is that the essence of caring is to help another person grow and realize his or her potential—the exact opposite of simply using that person for one’s own ends. Caring requires us not to put ourselves aside but to put others first in ways that allow them to flourish as independent people. “In caring as helping the other grow,” Mayeroff writes, “I experience what I care for (a person, an ideal, an idea) as an extension of myself and at the same time as something separate from me that I respect in its own right.”

Any parent, grandparent, older sibling (sometimes!), teacher, or mentor of a younger person will recognize this sentiment—the process of nurturing and teaching means that you are pouring your own experience, values, and views into the other person while at the same time, if you are doing it right, giving her space to be herself. What is particularly striking, though, is that Mayeroff does not distinguish between caring for a person and caring for “an ideal or an idea”—anything that you create or are committed to.

Think about how great artists describe their process of creation. Sculptors talk about having an idea for a sculpture but then having to follow the grain of the wood or the fissures of the stone. As they age and gain experience and confidence, painters typically become freer and more abstract with their brushstrokes, letting the paint guide their hands rather than the other way around. I think of my mother, who became a full-time artist after we left home, showing me the work in her studio and often saying that a canvas I think is perfect “still needs something,” almost as if the painting is talking to her.

In writing, many novelists, including Henry James, Marcel Proust, E. M. Forster, Alice Walker, and J. K. Rowling, have described how their characters can sometimes “take over” and dictate the course of their novels. At some point in the writing process, as the characters develop and start seeming to have their own independent lives, the author stops struggling to invent new dialogue and plot and instead just thinks about what a character might say or do in a certain situation and then writes it down. Sometimes, a character might even change an author’s original idea, taking the story in a whole new direction.

A talented artist knows how to allow his or her creation to develop its own integrity, to let it shape itself in a way that requires his guidance but is not entirely within his control. This is exactly like being a parent. A good parent is deeply connected to the child but also knows when to let that child form his or her own path and understands how to raise an independent, autonomous person, not just some sort of “mini me.”

This vision of care is as demanding and rewarding as any other field of human endeavor. Indeed, Mayeroff lists a number of elements necessary to be a good caregiver, attributes that are just as necessary to be a good employee or manager. His roster includes knowledge, patience, adaptability to different rhythms, honesty, courage, trust, humility, and hope.

Each of these elements links to a specific dimension of caring. Knowledge, because “to care for someone…I must know who the other is, what his powers and limitations are, and what is conducive to his growth.”

Patience will be obvious to anyone who has ever dealt with a young child or an elderly adult. But as Mayeroff explains, the patience involved in caring is not just about time but also about space: by listening to someone who is upset, we are present in a way that gives that person space to express his emotions and to identify their source. That same ability is the essence of good management, as opposed to overly controlling bosses who micromanage and immediately insist on taking over when a problem or a conflict arises.

True patience also “includes tolerance of a certain amount of confusion and floundering” on the part of others who are figuring things out for themselves. That attitude, according to Mayeroff, leads to an acceptance of time that may appear to be wasted but in fact is part of the “free play” necessary to growth. Google could not have said it better, with its insistence on Lego bricks, pingpong tables, scooters, and toys everywhere.

Patience is also involved in what Mayeroff calls embracing “alternating rhythms.” Caring for a person or for an artistic endeavor means trying to express yourself in a way that attains the result you want—teaching a child a concept or writing a paragraph on a page—and then stopping and assessing whether you have been successful. If not, you try again. Caring is thus a continual process of adapting to figure out what works, moving between your own needs and the needs of another, between the needs of the moment and needs over time. Interestingly, this process is exactly what entrepreneurs like Eric Ries, author of The Lean Startup, say about how to take an idea and make it a successful business. “Nobody has a great idea the first time out of the gate. Nobody, ever. You have to iterate, and change and pivot” in response to what you learn in the marketplace.

Honesty, in Mayeroff’s catalogue, is seeing the person—or the idea or painting or music—as it truly is, not as you want it to be “or feel it must be.” It is also looking at yourself clearly enough to see whether your actions help or hinder the growth of the person or idea you care for. That kind of honesty takes courage, the courage to accept things that you may not like or want to see, as well as the courage to go “into the unknown.” In my experience, courage is one of most essential attributes of leadership. Having to face my own limitations as a parent, finding the courage to acknowledge what I don’t know and apologize when I have made a mistake, has certainly made me a better leader.

Mayeroff’s catalogue of caring attributes are all bound together. If honesty requires courage, courage requires trust. That trust is certainly leavened by humility and hope, the humility of accepting your own limitations. I think about this dimension of caring often in my frequent conversations with my sons about procrastination. My father is a procrastinator; he always used to laugh and tell me, “Don’t do as I do, do as I say,” when he would urge me to get to work and I would point out that he was still reading the paper. Now the shoe is on the other foot, as I urge my sons to start earlier and not leave their projects until the last minute, while knowing full well that I have looming deadlines all over the place!

Humility also means accepting that you have done the best you can, however imperfectly, combined with the hope that inspires us to believe we can always do a little better today than we did yesterday and that if we just keep trying, things will come right. How often, as a parent, have I felt that I am at wit’s end, that I have tried and tried to get my children to understand why it is important that they study or focus or be nice to each other! How often have I thought to myself that I just have to hope and have faith; that if I keep trying, keep repeating, keep insisting, somehow it will sink in.

More generally, the virtues that caring for others teaches and builds are part of what New York Times columnist David Brooks would call “the cultivation of character.” I believe deeply in character, that hard-to-pin-down combination of integrity, morals, self-direction, strength, and courage that I see in the people I admire most. It is what I have dug deep for at critical junctures of my own career: when I decided not to work for a big law firm but instead to try my hand on the teaching market to see if I could become a law professor, even though I looked like a very unusual candidate; when I accepted Hillary Clinton’s offer to be her director of policy planning, even though I had never served in government; and when I chose to leave the academy, the wonderful secure world of tenure and long summers to work in any way you like, for the much more uncertain life of running a young organization.

My competitive side certainly played a role in those decisions, but as I reflect on Mayeroff’s writing, I can see a strong link between caring about the people I love most in the world and caring about ideas and ideals in ways that have shaped many of my professional decisions. I can also say, without reservation, that I would hire anyone who has all or even most of the attributes Mayeroff lists as essential to caring in a heartbeat. Furthermore, any boss who doesn’t have at least some of those attributes isn’t tougher or stronger or better, just a bad boss.

WE GET WHAT WE PAY FOR

HERE IN THE UNITED STATES, we pay a great deal for managing money. We pay far less for doing anything with kids. Megan Gunnar, the psychologist who specializes in early education, points out that Americans pay early-childhood workers, those stimulators of young brains, the same wages we pay those who “park our cars, walk our dogs, flip our burgers, and mix our drinks.”

We “pay” people in the sense of not only money but also social prestige. Conduct your own experiment. Go to a cocktail party and tell half the people you meet that you are an investor. Tell the other half that you are a teacher, and measure how long it takes for your newest acquaintance to turn away or look over your shoulder for someone more important to talk to.

And we do indeed get what we pay for: third-rate public education, near the bottom of the league tables among advanced industrial countries. Look at what happens at the tops of those tables. In Finland, a country that ranks high on all international educational measures, teaching is a prestigious profession. To become a teacher in Finland, you must be accepted to one of eight teacher training colleges, which are about as difficult to get into as MIT. If you want to teach language arts, for example, you must take a difficult literature exam. Finnish teachers make an amount comparable to other college graduates in their country. By contrast, in the United States, many teachers’ colleges have no admissions requirements, and so our country produces two and a half times the teachers we need each year and then pays them less than what other college grads make.

Just to drive home the point, the most successful effort by far to raise the social prestige of teaching has been Wendy Kopp’s Teach for America. She did it by creating a highly selective competition, such that in some years it has become almost as hard to become a Teach for America fellow as it is to get into some Ivy League schools. Human nature works in the United States just as in Finland: higher standards lead to more prestige. But that aura of selectivity and success does not extend to career teachers.

So why don’t we value teachers? Or coaches, therapists, nurses, nannies, primary care physicians, gerontologists, eldercare specialists—essentially any profession centered on helping others flourish rather than winning ourselves? I can think of a number of reasons for this distortion in our value structure. The most obvious, at least to most women, is that we are talking about men’s traditional work versus women’s traditional work, and we have traditionally valued men more than women.

Another possibility is that the professions that involve competition more than care have much more measurable outcomes; it is easy to figure out who won—the deal, the lawsuit, the sales contract, the race to invent a new product—and to compensate the winner accordingly. It is much harder, as teachers and education reformers both know, to measure learning outcomes. You can reduce those outcomes to multiple-choice tests, but real learning often suffers in the process. Parents know the drill: it often takes years to find out that a particular conversation or life experience with a child planted a valuable seed that actually flowered.

I first started thinking about these questions when I watched an elementary school class shortly after becoming a law professor at the University of Chicago. My beloved friend and college roommate Nora Elish was teaching first grade in New York. As I sat in the back and watched her guide a group of six-year-old boys through various reading exercises, carefully calibrating her interaction with each one, I kept thinking: If I fail in my task of teaching civil procedure or international law, my students may do less well on their exams or go through their legal careers disliking those subjects. If Nora fails, however, her students’ lives could be blighted forever. Learning to read is the foundation for almost everything else they will do in life.

In terms of both prestige and compensation, that is not exactly how the world sees it. I don’t mean to diminish my own accomplishments in passing through the narrow needle that is the law school teaching market. But that’s just it. The prestige and high salary that accompanies a teaching position at Chicago or Harvard law schools is a reward for winning out over many others on a fast and difficult track. It reflects the expectation that the professor will advance the frontiers of knowledge through his or her research; students who are admitted to those schools then have the opportunity to study with leading scholars. But at no point are we measuring the value of teachers in terms of what students actually learn.

I have had to re-educate myself to, when I meet a teacher, therapist, or coach next to a banker or businessperson, push back against the reflexive assumption that because the banker is richer and more powerful, he or she is thus somehow smarter, more interesting, and more valuable. I think to myself that the teacher has the harder and ultimately more important job, one with the potential of altering a life for good or ill. When I had minor but scary surgery right under my left eye, the nurse whose calm and experienced presence made such a difference told me she had left a career in advertising. At that moment, I was very glad she had chosen to apply her intellect and emotional intelligence to a caring profession rather than a commercial one. Teachers and nurses also have the courage and character not to respond to the dominant measures of value in our society.

It may be a constant in human history that having money is valued; even under communism humans found a way to become far richer than their fellows and wielded power as a result. But what we consider cool and attractive has changed continually across time and cultures, from men in wigs and elegant hose to jocks to geeks, from Rubenesque figures to social X-rays. What we value is ultimately up to us.

THE COMPETITIVE MYSTIQUE

SO IS MANAGING MONEY MORE valuable than managing kids? It should be clear by now that I think the answer is emphatically no.

In theory, at least, the rest of the world agrees with me. Ann Crittenden opens The Price of Motherhood with the observation that it is a commonplace to say that being a mother is the most important job in the world. “In the United States, motherhood is as American as apple pie. No institution is more sacrosanct; no figure is praised more fulsomely.” A video circulated in the spring of 2014 that purported to show people being interviewed for a position called “director of operations.” It involved working all the time, with no breaks for holidays, lunch, or even sleep, and required “excellent negotiation and interpersonal skills.” The position was unpaid. The candidates responded to the job description by balking. “That’s inhumane!” they cried, “That’s insane!” Then, at the end of the video, the interviewer told them that someone actually holds this job already—in fact, billions of people. “Moms,” he tells the job seekers, who laugh and thank their mothers.

But behind this public approbation of motherhood lies a deep well of insincerity. I was reminded of a letter from a young woman who was at the time a first lieutenant in the Air Force Reserve. She wrote to tell me that when she accepted an offer for a tenure-track faculty position, the guy she was dating broke up with her because it was apparent that she would not be putting his nascent career first. At the same time, she reported, “My commanding officer had a chat with me about my priorities. When was I going to stop working so much and start a family? He proceeded to show me a picture of his wife with their 5 children and told me that is what life is about.”

If that’s what life is about, why don’t these men stop working, or scale back their careers, and spend more time caring for their families? There’s the hypocrisy. If caring for those we love is just as important and valuable as competing in the marketplace or the military, then we should put our money where our mouth is by finding a range of ways to compensate both paid and unpaid caregivers, with prestige if not with cash.

And yet we don’t, because there remains a hidden bias in American society, even among those of us who believe that men and women are equally talented human beings. I’ve called this the “competition bias”: the reflexive way in which we value competition over care. But perhaps, following Betty Friedan, this bias is better understood as a mystique—an ineffable something that we are drawn to and strive to imitate without fully understanding why.

So let us call it “the competitive mystique.” It is a mystique that is equally attractive to men and women—the sense that they are succeeding in setting and achieving their individual goals and winning out over others. More generally, it is a mystique that has steadily grown as the world itself has become more competitive over the past few decades, largely through the twin forces of globalization and technology. More people are continually competing in more ways.

Overcoming the competitive mystique means dismantling its aura of mystery and power. Bluntly, it means asking ourselves why we think people who have made more money than anyone else or risen to the top of a particular hierarchy by beating out others are automatically role models. What about their values? How do they treat other people? What was the cost to their families—the people who brought them into the world, people they married, people they were responsible for bringing into the world? How can that part of the story not be relevant to who they are and how we should think about them?

Overcoming the competitive mystique also means rethinking our assessment of the relative difficulty of different professions. In the title of this chapter, I deliberately asked whether managing money is harder than managing kids to challenge us all. Many of us, deep down, agree with the claim made by the economics student we heard from earlier: that the work we do as professionals is “harder,” in the sense that it takes more skill and education, than the work we do as parents or caregivers.

I certainly understand and respect paying for expertise, but over the past three years, I’ve come to think that although much of the work I do in foreign policy and nonprofit management is intellectually harder than being a mother, parenting is emotionally harder and often far more perplexing. I have also come to believe that we should think about paid care work, from home health service to therapy to teaching, the same way we think about any other profession, including money management. You can do it at a basic level and at a highly advanced level. Your compensation should depend on a combination of your education, experience, and the value we place on the activity as a society.

Don’t get me wrong. I’m plenty competitive. I’m the granddaughter of an all-American football player recruited by the NFL; I got none of his athletic ability but I can still remember being in the second-best reading group in first grade and being determined to make it into the first reading group. Competition, with myself as well as with others, has helped drive many of the best things I have done in my life. But loving and caring for my family and friends, teaching and mentoring my students, helping and watching staff members grow into and then out of their jobs is every bit as rewarding. In each of those cases I get as much as I give. Indeed, I often feel that even if my work dies with me, enabling and empowering others will live on in ways I cannot predict.

Overall then, I am not proposing to devalue competition; I am proposing to revalue care, to elevate it to its proper place as an essential human instinct, drive, and activity. If we can actually teach ourselves to value competition and care equally, to think that managing money and managing a household full of other human beings are equally valid and valuable occupations, we will be on the way to real equality between men and women. We will no longer see work and family as a woman’s issue but as a parent’s issue, a son’s or daughter’s issue, a spouse’s or sibling’s issue, a devoted friend’s issue. An issue for anyone who works and who also loves and cares for someone else.

—

It won’t be easy. My generation of feminists was raised to think that the competitive work our fathers did was much more important than the caring work our mothers did. We were socialized to believe that work that leads to winning, to individual achievement and success, is much more important than work that leads to giving, to empowering others to succeed. The generations after us have gotten that message ever more strongly, as girls have been raised to believe that of course they can combine their careers with caregiving, that that is what being a successful woman means. Moreover, for younger generations the competition—for everything—has steadily become more intense. Simply consider how much harder it is to get into a good college and get a decent job with decent wages and opportunities for promotion in 2014 than it was in 1974, 1984, or 1994.

I do not question the importance of equipping girls and boys with equal education, encouraging them to have equal aspirations and to gain sufficient independence that they can support themselves financially. From that perspective, the message we send our children about the importance of competition is absolutely right. But the message that a woman’s traditional work of caregiving—anchoring the family by tending to material needs and nourishing minds and souls—is somehow less important than a man’s traditional work of earning an income to support that family and advance his own career is false and harmful. It is the result of a historical bias, an outdated prejudice, a cognitive distortion that is skewing our society and hurting us all.

In the long quest for gender equality, women first had to gain power and independence by emulating men. But as we attain that power and independence, we must not automatically accept the traditional man’s view—which is really the view of only a minority of men—about what matters in the world.

A Princeton alumna of the class of 2010, Cale Salih, wrote me a powerful letter shortly after my article came out. She began with the reflection, “I have often wondered why I should feel guilty for simply daring to say yes to a momentous personal opportunity.” She continued:


For the past two years, I have been consistently congratulated for making career choices that reflected great ambition, but often came at the expense of personal relationships. Now, I am considering moving to be closer to my long-distance boyfriend. In conversations with people in my own cohort, I find myself making up pretexts to hide the real reason for my move. On occasions that I do reveal the most important motivation behind my move, I am often met with subtle but noticeable eye rolls or, worse, patronizing lectures: “You’re too young to make life-altering choices for a boy.” While making life-altering choices for a relationship is seen as weak or naive, making similar sacrifices for a job is often seen as a sign of strength and independence.

No more do I want to be unemployed than do I want to be the power woman who goes home after work to eat moo shoo pork alone in her apartment. Why, then, should I be proud of investing in one goal, and be embarrassed of investing in the other?



The social pressures that Cale is responding to are very real. In January 2013, Princeton senior Margaret Fortney published a reflection in the campus newspaper describing her friend “Molly,” who, toward the end of a conversation in which the two young women were contemplating their futures, “leaned in closer to me” and whispered: “I don’t want to go to grad school. I don’t even know if I want a career. I want to get married, stay at home and raise my kids.” Distraught after this admission, Molly said, “What’s wrong with me?”

When I was a Princeton student in the late 1970s I certainly would have said that an Ivy League alumna who did not pursue a career was letting down our side. That was still an era in which many men questioned Princeton’s decision to go coed at the beginning of the decade, precisely on the grounds that women would just “waste their education” by dropping out of the workforce and having kids. Indeed, if I am truly honest with myself, I would have to admit that a good part of me still questioned the value of being a stay-at-home mom right up until the set of experiences that led to my writing my Atlantic article.

But no longer. I would advise all students fortunate enough to attend a top college or university to ensure that they will be able to use their education over the course of their lives to be able to support themselves and to enrich their lives and the lives of others, certainly including children. I continue to believe as an article of faith that the vast majority of people want both: to advance their own goals and create an identity through rewarding work, and to be able to care for their loved ones.

I believe that individual women and men land in different places on the spectrum between extremely caring and extremely competitive. My aunt Mary falls way over on the competitive end. She was a tennis champion in the 1950s; was the first woman to win a varsity letter at the University of Virginia, on the men’s team; and is still winning happily at golf and bridge at eighty. My hairdresser, Aziz, is highly entrepreneurial, but he is also a born nurturer. Caring for others is what makes him happy.

Moreover, the best competitors are often players who think about others enough to be able to play well on a team, subjugating their own ego to be able to make the pass that will allow another teammate to score. Similarly, the best caregivers are those who can take enough time for themselves to avoid burnout; the best managers, those who know how to get their team’s competitive juices flowing but also to look out for the needs of individual team members. Valuing care can mean understanding the many ways that care and competition complement each other.

If we succeed in freeing ourselves from the competitive mystique, understanding that competition is a valuable human drive but no more valuable than care, we will no longer see the liberation of women as freedom only to compete. On the flip side, if we truly believe that care is just as valuable as competition, then we will realize that men who are only breadwinners are missing out on something deeply satisfying and self-improving. And if both men and women traded off caring and competition in more equal measure, then it would become much easier to customize both workplaces and careers to allow time for both.

Such a vision may sound utopian, but it could happen tomorrow. It just needs one thing…
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THE NEXT PHASE OF THE WOMEN’S MOVEMENT IS A MEN’S MOVEMENT

There’s an all-too-common story of gender discrimination in America today, one that’s now as iconic as the old tales of women entering the workforce and being asked to serve coffee. It’s the story of what happens when a fully competent dad meets a well-intentioned but clueless woman at the park or the grocery store. In an article titled “I Hate Being Called a Good Dad” posted on the New York Times blog Motherlode, Matt Vilano writes:


It started the way all of our twice-monthly trips to Target do—the 1-year-old in a backpack on my back, the 3-year-old leading the charge, yanking my hand like a sled dog with a view of the open trail.

We charged through the automatic doors, waving at ourselves on the video screen as always. We grabbed a shopping cart. We stopped at the complimentary sanitary wipes. Then I engaged in what my Big Girl calls “the wipedown”: A comprehensive (read: wildly neurotic) disinfecting of any part of the cart she possibly might touch.

About halfway through the ritual—let’s estimate nine wipes in—I noticed a middle-aged woman watching us, smiling.

“You’re a good dad,” she remarked, in a tone that implied she had just seen a Sasquatch.



For Vilano, this incident reflects a “heinous double standard,” where he is praised for behavior that in a mother would be regarded as absolutely routine. Andrew Romano, author of a Newsweek cover story on masculinity, calls it the “soft bigotry of low expectations.”

Just for a moment, flip it and imagine that as a woman you’re praised for writing a good report at work, a completely routine action for a man, and praised in a way that makes clear that the person who is complimenting you didn’t actually expect you could do it so well. For years when Andy and I first knew each other, I would say something and he would respond, “That’s really smart,” in a tone that made it clear he was slightly surprised. I would blow up, of course. But Vilano concludes on exactly this point: “The act of labeling someone ‘a good dad’ suggests that most dads are, by our very nature as fathers, somehow less than ‘good.’ ”

To counter these assumptions and carefully prescribed roles, men need a movement of their own. Most of the pervasive gender inequalities in our society—for both men and women—cannot be fixed unless men have the same range of choices with respect to mixing caregiving and breadwinning that women do. To make those choices real, however, men will have to be respected and rewarded for making them: for choosing to be a lead parent; to defer a promotion or work part-time to spend more time with their children, their parents, or other loved ones; to take paternity leave or to ask for flexible work hours; to reject a culture of workaholism and relentless face time.

Men need to hear this message not as admonition so much as permission: not what they should do, but what they can do. They are free to be caregivers too, and they can be just as competent in these roles as the women in their lives. Women need to hear this message as encouragement to rethink how we imagine and value the men in our lives.

Real equality for men and women needs a men’s movement to sweep away the gender roles that we continue to impose on men even as we struggle to remove them from women. To ensure that we socialize boys to believe that they can be anything they want to be, from full-time father to elementary school teacher to investment banker, on an equally valued continuum. To make providing for a family about time as much as about money. To make caregiving cool. To make being a family man just as masculine as being a he-man.

Moreover, they will have to be respected and rewarded as men. In a column entitled “How Brad Pitt Brings Out the Best in Dads,” Financial Times columnist Simon Kuper discusses the value of seeing an undoubtedly masculine movie star “with a toddler strapped to his chest.” Pitt and his fellow baby-toting movie star dads are not actually spending their days chasing children, of course—most have an army of paid help. But the subconscious role modeling helps, Kuper argues. The images have the same impact on men that pictures of women CEOs have on women. Men are free to be caregivers too; they can be just as competent in these roles as the women in their lives; and yes, women will still be attracted to them.

For all the skeptics who shake their heads and think I’m challenging nature itself, consider just how certain men have been for centuries that the highest and best role for women was as wives and mothers, daughters and sisters, nurturing and caring for others. My eyes were opened on this score by a letter from a young man who identified himself as “an African American male with a degree from a top 10 university and a salary of near 100k.” I’ll call him Charles. He took issue with my statement in The Atlantic that when choices have to be made, women seem to feel a deeper imperative to trade off work in favor of family than men do. He asked, “Couldn’t you write a ‘Why Men Can’t Have it All’ article with the exact same statistics arguing that social pressures on men force them to put work over family and women are better off because they more often get the family part?”

Anticipating my skepticism, Charles went on: “One response might be that because we haven’t really heard that from men they likely don’t feel this way. However that would be to deny the larger implications of social pressures on men to be manly in general.” But of course, deep down, as a woman who has been surrounded by men all her life, I think I know what men think and want, whether I admit it or not. Charles was one step ahead of me here too. “When it was the norm that women were dutiful silent wives,” he wrote, “I’m sure many men believed women didn’t want careers. As a man, I may choose a high-powered career over child rearing, and be deeply saddened by it, but I won’t cry, or complain, or let on at all publicly. Instead, it remains the norm for me to have to suck it up and take it like a man.”

Check and checkmate. None of us are free from the biases we grow up with, imbibing them from the nursery on. Indeed, even in the process of writing this book, I realized that I never ask my teenage sons to clean up the kitchen the way I did as a girl, but instead to do more “boy” chores like taking out the trash, the kinds of chores my brothers did. They set the table and bus their plates, but I think that if I had daughters, I would have asked them to rinse those plates, load the dishwasher, wash the pots, and wipe down the counters long since. So we all have plenty of work to do. As men often discovered in the first couple of decades of the women’s movement, it’s tough to retrain yourself after years of knee-jerk thinking.

The majority of American women have demanded over the last half century that society reject and revise traditional norms about what women want and what they can do. It is time to do the same for men.

WHAT MEN WANT

ABOUT SIX MONTHS AFTER MY Atlantic article came out, I had dinner with a group of Princeton undergraduates. We talked about a number of things that were on their minds: politics in general, the presidential debates, work and family. A number of students asked foreign policy questions, and then several young women asked me about the responses I received to the article. After about ten minutes of that conversation, I saw that the men in the room—roughly 50 percent of the attendees—had gone completely silent. When I commented on the suddenly one-sided nature of the conversation, one young man volunteered that he “had been raised in a strong feminist household” and considered himself to be fully supportive of male-female equality, but he was reluctant to say anything for fear he would be misunderstood. A number of the other guys around the table nodded in agreement.

That male silence is widespread, at least in public. But it is changing. Roughly 15 to 20 percent of the responses to my article that I have personally received have been from men—the same percentage of men that I find in my audiences when I give speeches. And more and more men are taking to the blogosphere and the pages of periodicals to insist that the debate about relations between men and women not be conducted almost entirely among women. They want to be heard and they have very clear ideas about what they want to say.

A Supreme Court Clerk Stays Home

IN THE FALL OF 2014, The Atlantic published another article that sparked widespread debate among men and women. This one was called “What Ruth Bader Ginsburg Taught Me About Being a Stay-at-Home Dad,” by a hotshot young lawyer—a former clerk for Justice Ginsburg—named Ryan Park. Ginsburg is famous for her own battles on behalf of women’s equality as a lawyer in the 1970s and as a woman navigating her own difficulties fitting her family and career together. She told her clerks, “If you have a caring life partner, you help the other person when that person needs it.” In that spirit, Park decided to support his wife, who is a doctor, by spending a year as the primary caregiver for their toddler daughter, Caitlyn.

Park writes that the time at home with his daughter reminded him “of the time I’d spent living in a foreign country. There was the same perpetual novelty, that intense awareness that elevates even the most ordinary moments.” He asks himself,


Did I miss the thrill and challenge of debating knotty legal questions with a Supreme Court justice? Well, let’s just say that most of the books I was reading now came with pictures of panda bears and barn animals. But every night, even after the most pedestrian of days, I sat and reflected on the beauty of the moments that had passed.



Park is also refreshingly candid about society’s prejudices regarding men. He describes the “good-natured skepticism” that people often express when he discusses what he calls his “struggle to manage my competing commitments to family and career.” He encounters an “underlying assumption that women and men have different visions of what matters in life—or, to be blunt about it, that men don’t find child-rearing all that rewarding, whereas women regard it as integral to the human experience.”

I could not have said it better. As a woman, I object to the presumption that I am somehow more domestic and nurturing than my male colleagues are. That may be true in any individual case, but it should not be assumed because I am a woman. But why then should we impose the opposite stereotype on men, assuming that they automatically want to invest more in work than in their relationships with their families? Park says, “I do not think this assumption is true, generally speaking. I am certain it is not true for me.”

Change Is Coming

RYAN PARK IS NOT ALONE. Evidence of a profound shift in the ways men are thinking about themselves and their lives is glimmering on the horizon. Wharton School professor Stewart Friedman reports that for the first time ever, one of his eighteen-year-old male students, when asked what he wanted to do after college, replied that he planned to be a “stay-at-home dad.” Kunal Modi, then co-president of the Harvard Business School Student Association, wrote an article in which he urged his fellow male students to “man up” for economic and egalitarian reasons. “Raising children and running a household are not ‘women’s’ roles,” he wrote, and “treating them as such is counterproductive to your own family’s economic well-being.” And at Harvard Law School, Dean Martha Minow says that the one change she has observed over thirty years of teaching law is that today the questions about how on earth these prospective lawyers are going to manage work and life are coming from young men as well as young women.

Even professional athletes, who are under so much pressure to be seen as traditionally masculine, are now bragging about their infant-wrangling skills. The Mets’ second baseman Daniel Murphy was criticized for taking three days of paternity leave; he responded not by buckling to the flack, but by telling reporters about changing his son’s diaper in the middle of the night.

One of the best indicators of changing norms is, as always, Madison Avenue. The ad men (and women) learned quickly what not to do. In 2012 Kimberly-Clark, manufacturer of Huggies, created a series of ads filled with fathers watching their babies at home, which they thought would be cute and appealing to parents of both genders. The ads included a female voiceover saying, almost condescendingly, “To prove Huggies diapers and wipes can handle anything, we put them to the toughest test imaginable: dads, alone with their babies, in one house, for five days, while we gave moms some well-deserved time off. How did Huggies products hold up to daddyhood?”

Many fathers reacted furiously to the message of presumed paternal incompetence. A stay-at-home father from Oregon named Chris Routly started a Change.org petition called “We’re Dads, Huggies. Not Dummies.” It got more than 1,300 signatures. Huggies eventually pulled the ad and apologized, repeatedly, and in person, at a dad blogger convention called Dad 2.0.

It hasn’t taken the advertising industry long to learn from its mistakes. In the 2013 World Series, Chevrolet aired an ad for its Malibu sedan that had a gentle male voice talking about the importance of family over material wealth. “We don’t jump at the sound of the opening bell, because we’re trying to make the school bell,” the voiceover intones, as a dad corrals his son into the car, adding, “Corner booth beats corner office any day.” The 2015 Super Bowl ads continued the trend, featuring an ad for Dove Men+Care that depicted children, young and old, calling out to their fathers from a highchair all the way to the dance floor at a wedding reception. In case viewers missed the connection, the tagline asked, “What makes a man stronger?” Answer: “Showing that he cares.”

The companies making these commercials spend millions of dollars on consumer research. They are plugging into something their customers want before they fully understand that they want it. The statistics tell the tale. The 2013 Pew Research study that found roughly equal stress levels among mothers and fathers was subtitled “Roles of Moms and Dads Converge as They Balance Work and Family.” Mothers are still spending more time with their children than fathers are, but almost half the fathers surveyed would like to be spending more time with their kids, as opposed to just over a fifth of mothers.

EXPANDING CHOICES FOR ALL MEN

SO FAR, SO GOOD. NOTHING particularly jaw-dropping about the idea that fathers who are equal caregivers with mothers should have the same options as those mothers and should merit an equal presumption of competence. But dads are only the beginning. Men—all men—need and deserve the same revolution in their lives and circumstances that the majority of women in the United States and many other parts of the world have experienced since the late 1950s.

Here again, it is not hard to find signs of change. Writer and co-founder of the Fatherhood Institute Jack O’Sullivan wrote in 2013 that though the debate about men is oftentimes “overwhelmingly negative,” men are actually on the brink of an “extraordinary transformation.” Like women, men “are belatedly escaping what we now recognise to be the confines of our gender. Many of us are enjoying a massively increased engagement with children….We are changing our relationships with women and with each other.” Organizations like the Good Men Project, a media company and social platform that describes itself as “a glimpse of what enlightened masculinity might look like in the 21st century,” are encouraging a new conversation.

The most poetic description of the changing definition of manhood I have seen comes from a Dartmouth alumna, Betsy Bury ’87, who canvassed her classmates and wrote up her impressions for their twenty-fifth reunion book. Dartmouth men, she wrote, are “starting to feel this pull of multiple directions; quietly they have started being promised more too. Came a little later for them maybe, but it is no longer just whispers that they do not need to feel consigned exclusively to grey flannel suits, the emotional range of John Wayne or parenthood dominated by only a few tossed balls or late arrivals at school plays.”

I came to the realization that men need more choices not in my professional life, nor in the course of trying to think through how to advance women in the world, but as the mother of two sons. It dawned on me that the majority of American mothers in the twenty-first century are raising our daughters with more life paths open to them than are open to our sons.

For at least two decades we have been telling girls, “You can do anything boys can do, as well as what girls have traditionally done. You can be a mother, a daughter, a sister, and a wife, and you can be anything you want to be professionally. Indeed, you are part of a historic cause, with plenty of glass ceilings left to break.”

Raise children with a mission, a sense of their own destiny, and watch them thrive. Immigrant children, for instance, often grow up with a mission to fulfill their parents’ hopes for them in a new country that offers opportunities and possibilities that would have been denied them in the old. Girls and young women are still immigrants on the shores of a world led and dominated by men. They have a world to conquer, and judging by the ways they are outpacing boys in elementary school, high school, and college, they are out to succeed.

Contrast the messages we send to our sons. Upper-middle-class white parents may expect our sons to become successful professionals but see no special achievement in it the way we still do for girls. They will not be making history, just repeating it—hardly inspiring or motivating. On top of that, boys still get very traditional messages of what is masculine and what is not. As one of the men I work with at New America puts it, “My daughter can go to the park in jeans, roll around in the mud, drop-kick another kid…and no one bats an eye. My son comes to school with his nails painted…and his class erupts.”

Because of our unspoken but still very real view that caregiving is unmanly, we are reinforcing a much narrower set of choices for our sons. We are still telling them, fundamentally, that they have to be breadwinners. Their wives can also be breadwinners, but I am fairly confident in saying that few mothers out there, and probably fewer fathers, are really giving their sons the message that being a full-time or part-time father or caregiver is just as much an option as it is for our daughters.

At the same time, at least among white upper-middle-class parents, expectations for boys versus girls have shifted sharply. Many feminists who are mothers of sons are living in a split universe. In our professional lives we still very often live in a largely male world, certainly in the higher reaches. We mentor younger women to lean in, sit at the table, speak up, and put themselves forward. But at home we face a different gender balance: the steady rise of girls, or, as many parenting books and articles describe it, “the boy crisis.” Michael Kimmel, author of Manhood in America, summarizes the problem: “Girls are surpassing boys in college attendance (about 60 percent of entering first-year students [in 2013] are female); achievement (girls have caught up in science and math, and far outpace boys in English and language); and behaviors (boys are far more likely to be retained, suspended, diagnosed with ADHD and get into fights).”

The academic and popular literature on why we see these patterns and what we should do about our boys is vast and growing, as is awareness among parents. In Princeton we have a parent group for mothers of boys. And I’ve had countless conversations with other parents in which someone will say, “My kids get themselves up in the morning” or “My child has taken on fifteen extracurricular activities and organizes them all,” and another parent will respond, “You have girls, right?” Indeed, we women who fight so furiously to avoid any discussion of essentialist differences with respect to men and women openly debate them with respect to boys and girls.

I often tell the story of my bemusement and mild consternation when my oldest son, then in elementary school, offered, matter-of-factly, “Girls are smarter than boys” as a reason why he should not be expected to be at the top of his class. The feminist in me applauded the progress we have made from an era in which girls just assumed that boys were smarter than they were; the mother in me said no way!

Still, it’s easy to overdramatize here. Sociologists Claudia Buchmann and Thomas DiPrete point out that girls have actually done better than boys in school grades for more than a century, but that for most of that time women felt pressured to choose between getting an education or having a family, or else getting an education to be able to be a better mother. Only in the last forty years or so have girls been able to see a clear link between how well they do in school and how well they will do in life, so that instead of hiding their smarts, they have every incentive to embrace their intelligence and achievements. Moreover, upper-middle-class boys are still doing fine relative to the rest of the population of Americans, men and women.

The real crisis in the United States is among poorer boys from minority communities. Of the four major demographic groups in the United States (whites, Asians, Hispanics, and African Americans), blacks and Hispanics have the lowest rates of graduation, and black males are one of the only subgroups whose graduation rate decreased between 2007 and 2009. It’s not just getting African American boys to the finish line in their caps and gowns; the problems are far more systemic and begin in elementary school. A report called A Call for Change from the Council of the Great City Schools explains that “only 12 percent of Black fourth-grade boys in large city schools are proficient in reading, compared with 38 percent of White boys in the nation, and only 12 percent of Black eighth-grade boys in large city schools are proficient in math, compared with 44 percent of White boys in the nation.”

As Michael Kimmel again points out, drawing on ethnographic work by psychologist Wayne Martino, in middle and early high school even boys in well-educated communities get the message “It’s not cool for guys to do well in school.” And although Buchmann and DiPrete found that girls have long outperformed boys in school, they nevertheless agree that many boys are studying and engaging less and denigrating the importance of good grades. Particularly for working-class boys, if their schools, parents, or peers have a dominant male culture that “opposes academic achievement” and emphasizes narrow masculine ideals, it can exacerbate the gender gap. Boys’ success depends on what answer they are hearing, consciously or subconsciously, to the question “What makes a good man?”

Suppose we were to tell our boys that they have the opportunity in their lifetimes to expand the social and economic roles for men in the same way their mothers and sisters expanded the roles for women? That they could take the definition of masculinity into their own hands and bend it in whatever direction they chose? The biggest unconquered world open to men is the world of caring for others. If we tell boys that they can break down centuries-old barriers and be pioneers of social change, suddenly they have a mission, an inspiration, and a new kind of role model to emulate—a new definition of a good man.

BEATING BIOLOGY

ABOUT TEN YEARS AGO I taught a seminar with a terrific group of secondary school history and social studies teachers assembled by the Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History. One of the participants, a middle-aged man from South Carolina whom I will call Jim has stayed in touch with me on foreign policy and, more recently, work and family issues. He wrote to me after my Atlantic article came out to say that my account of juggling work and family captured his wife’s experience as she worked her way up the corporate ladder of a large global medical equipment company while also raising their daughter.

Jim went on to talk about his own experience, pointing out that the husbands of women in corporate or professional careers inevitably face challenges of their own. “To begin,” Jim writes, “there is something subtly if not overtly that our society attaches to a husband whose wife’s income is obviously much greater than his.” He says that he has “enjoyed a wonderful professional career as a high school teacher and coach,” a choice he has never regretted, and that he has brought in extra income in a number of ways. Still, his wife is a businesswoman whose salary “naturally exceeds that of an educator.”

In Jim’s view, even with the best will in the world, “It is far too idealistic to pretend that there are times when this is not a difficult position for a married man to find himself in. In social settings, it is politely ignored, but I think it fair to say that it is something that a married man knows others are thinking about.” Jim went on to wonder whether his feelings were “an archaic standard of a past that no longer fits, or an instinctual, primal urge.”

I received a similar email after I gave a commencement address at Tufts advising the young men in the graduating class to think about how they were going to fit work and family together—the kind of advice speakers usually give young women. A parent in the audience wrote to say he had been married for twenty years to a woman he loved and with whom he had two wonderful children. When his wife received a great business opportunity he decided to move for her, but his own career suffered as a result, even as hers surged. The resulting conflict led to divorce. He was honest enough to say that the “resentment towards my wife ran deeper than jealousy and existed in spite of the conscious knowledge that I made the right pragmatic decision; rather it was a very deep feeling of failure to be a real father.”

Whereas Jim wondered about his “primal urge,” my Tufts correspondent believes that our ape ancestors evolved into monogamous relationships in which the mother and child are vulnerable for long periods of time, leading “to very high level of positive selection for males that protected and provided for their mates and offspring. I believe this is one of the core components of why men love. If a man cannot protect or provide, he probably will not or cannot love.”

In fact, anthropologists like Sarah Blaffer Hrdy point out that in early human groupings both men and women looked after the offspring collectively. In the book Sex at Dawn, a psychologist and a psychiatrist look deep into the evolutionary, anthropological, and sociological research and find that hunter-gatherers lived in entirely egalitarian societies, where childcare was generalized, food was shared, and sex was nonmonogamous, not because they were utopian romantics, but because “it works on the most practical levels.”

Economist Paul Seabright looks at men’s and women’s differing sexual strategies back to the Pleistocene era, starting from the abundance of sperm and the scarcity of eggs. That basic asymmetry means that “women’s sexual psychology has been shaped by the need to be selective in their reactions to men, just as men’s has been shaped by the need to be persistent in their approaches to women.” But this biologically dictated dance of cooperation and conflict is consistent with a wide range of sexual behaviors that fly in the face of what we so often consider “natural.”

In short, we have lots of primal urges, men and women alike. Which ones come out on top has just as much to do with economics and society as biology. And, as any of the world’s top biologists will tell you, we still have much to discover about the history of our species’ male-female relationships and interactions. Our body of knowledge, at this point, is far from complete, so anyone who claims to know what is “natural” is simply revealing his or her own biases.

Who knows what we might find if we look a little harder and cast aside our preconceptions?

MUST MONEY STILL MAKE THE MAN?

A COUPLE OF YEARS AGO, I had breakfast with a very successful banker and philanthropist, a woman ten to fifteen years older than I who is divorced. She was blunt about the ways in which men cannot handle their partner’s success but argued that they simply will not own up publicly to the way they feel about their wives outearning them because the truth is not politically correct.

In the mid-1980s, journalist Bebe Moore Campbell conducted more than one hundred interviews with men and women in two-career couples in which the wife’s career had taken off, as well as with many therapists counseling couples in similar situations. The result was a book entitled Successful Women, Angry Men. She found plenty of husbands of successful career women who were outwardly very supportive of their wive’s careers but were inwardly anxious about the shifting power dynamics in their marriage. One vice president for a multinational energy company summed up the fears of many: “If my wife didn’t need me for my money, she didn’t need me.”

Ah, but that was thirty years ago! Sadly, not much has changed. According to a 2011 study, “Men’s breadwinning is still so culturally mandated that when it is absent, both men and women are more likely to find that the marital partnership does not deserve to continue.” Andy and I know many professional couples, a number of whom we met in grad school when both the men and the women had equal career prospects. Today we know only a handful in which the wife outearns the husband. Moreover, Andy says that if he makes a comment about how I outearn him, many people—especially women—will shift uneasily and almost try to correct him, as if he had made a self-deprecating remark.

Perhaps it is just the discomfort of talking about what any of us earn, a subject that, at least when I grew up in Virginia, was as taboo as religion or politics. But both Andy and I think it’s more than that. His acknowledgment of what should be an obvious fact, given that I was a dean when he was a professor and am now the president of an organization, makes his listeners uncomfortable in ways that simply would not happen if I made a comment about how my husband was the principal breadwinner in the family. He’s not shy about it; in his view he got lucky! But as a society we still have a long way to go.

Sara Blakely, the billionaire founder of Spanx, took the stage at the Women in the World Summit in New York in 2013 and told the story of how several of her boyfriends ended up being scared off by her financial success. She went on to explain that it took her a long time to tell the man who is now her husband about her fortune, waiting until shortly before their wedding date, and concluded by saying how relieved she was when he took it in stride.

Blakely’s story confirms the point I am making, which is that money and masculinity are still deeply intertwined. In the end, however, she obviously did find her man—a man secure enough to marry her. Marrying a billionaire may not seem like a particularly brave thing to do, but the men who are willing to break the barriers of traditional masculine roles have the same kind of courage that pioneering feminists did when they pushed their way into the all-male preserves of business and law.

THE COURAGE TO CARE

RYAN PARK WRITES, “DURING MY time as a stay-at-home dad, I was dismayed by the novelty of my choice.” He reports that as he took his daughter to libraries, parks, and playgrounds, he could “go weeks without seeing another man between the ages of 5 and 70 during the weekday working hours.” Worse, the mothers he encountered assumed that he must not actually be home with his daughter by choice; rather, it had to be the result of not being able to find a job. Over time, this assumption that he must “be a professional failure” got to him, no matter how hard he tried to resist it. It is in fact true that more than half of American stay-at-home dads either have a disability or couldn’t find a job, which means that the men who do choose this path voluntarily are all the more admirable.

As in every other kind of behavior change, it turns out that the social network makes a huge difference here. Andy was strongly influenced by his dissertation supervisor, Robert Keohane, who is one of the leading political scientists of his generation and a close friend. Bob left Stanford to go to Brandeis when his wife, Nannerl Keohane, became president of Wellesley and later left Harvard to go to Duke when she became the first woman president of Duke. It is impossible to know Bob without seeing his enormous pride in Nan’s big jobs shine through. Bob has been a role model for Andy in the same way that Nan has been a role model for me.

The chain continues. One of Andy’s cousins is an actor, musician, and artist in Los Angeles who took on the primary caregiver role for his two children while his wife brought in most of the income. When I asked him whether he felt comfortable with that decision, he acknowledged that the social pressures could be tough, but he noted that he had always looked up to Andy and so figured that if Andy was cool in that role, he could be too.

In short, men need role models to be comfortable making the choice to put their families first, particularly role models who are willing to use their alpha male status to change the definition of an alpha male. Mohamed El-Erian resigned as CEO of PIMCO, an investment management firm, in large part because he felt as if he was missing his daughter’s many milestones. He took on several advisory positions instead to give him the flexibility “to experience with my daughter more of those big and little moments that make up each day.” Similarly, Max Schireson, the former CEO of MongoDB, a database company, announced he was quitting his job because he wanted to be more present for his three kids. His resignation was accompanied by a blog post, in which he wrote:


I recognize that by writing this I may be disqualifying myself from some future CEO role. Will that cost me tens of millions of dollars someday? Maybe. Life is about choices. Right now, I choose to spend more time with my family and am confident that I can continue to have a meaningful and rewarding work life while doing so.



These men are in rarefied positions, but, like Hollywood fathers, they can have a wide impact. Men somewhat further down the economic ladder are looking at their options and making similar decisions—decisions that women have been making for decades. Rob Boland, who was a senior VP at Fidelity Investments, and his wife, Beth, who was a partner at the law firm Mintz Levin, realized something had to give with two big careers and three small kids. So Rob took a less demanding job, and then two years later became a stay-at-home dad. According to The Boston Globe, Boland’s son told his pediatrician, “The happiest day of my life…was when my dad came home from work and told me that he was going to stay home and take care of us from then on.”

If men whom other men respect can handle a high-powered wife who brings in a larger salary or can step back from their own big jobs to spend more time with their families, those other men will follow suit. Men who are strong enough to take risks, break the mold, and prove themselves in new roles can define a new frontier. After all, the “man’s world” that American women still experience is actually a world shaped by and for a relatively small number of privileged, educated, heterosexual, white alpha males, a group less and less reflective of American men as a whole. It’s up to other men to make that world their own.

LIFE LESSONS

BRONNIE WARE, AN AUSTRALIAN BLOGGER who has worked in palliative care for years and written a book entitled The Top Five Regrets of the Dying, writes that the regret she heard most often, from men and women, was “I wish I’d had the courage to live a life true to myself, not the life others expected of me.” The second was: “I wish I didn’t work so hard,” which she said “came from every male patient that I nursed. They missed their children’s youth and their partner’s companionship.”

Old age reveals important truths. But why is this so hard? Why is it that so many men only realize what they have missed at the end of their lives?

Ryan Park gets it as a young man. Writing about his choice to spend as much time as possible with his daughter while he could, he says, “My deepest fear is that, decades from now, I will look back at the heart of my life and realize I made the wrong choices in favor of work.” One of his friends, a surgeon, sees the fragility of life every day. As he told Park, “I’ve seen too many 30- or 40-something fathers rushed into the O.R. after a car crash and never get the chance to say goodbye to their young children….You have to focus on what is important while you can.”

President Obama, for one, agrees. In his words,


Everything else is unfulfilled if we fail at family, if we fail at that responsibility. I know that when I am on my deathbed someday, I will not be thinking about any particular legislation I passed; I will not be thinking about a policy I promoted; I will not be thinking about the speech I gave, I will not be thinking about the Nobel Prize I received. I will be thinking about that walk I took with my daughters. I’ll be thinking about a lazy afternoon with my wife. I’ll be thinking about sitting around the dinner table and seeing them happy and healthy and knowing that they were loved. And I’ll be thinking about whether I did right by all of them.



That’s man enough for me.
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LET IT GO

Like many people, I loved the movie Frozen. My boys are a little old for it, however, so I have to admit that during one of my many long plane flights I watched it happily on my own. When I got to the theme song “Let It Go,” sung by one of the movie’s two heroines, who has decided to let go of all the suffocating expectations about how a princess should behave and finally use her long-suppressed magic powers, I wanted to cheer.

This chapter embraces that song’s message of liberation—with a twist. Women not only have to let go of society’s traditional expectations about who a woman should be and what she should do. We also have to let go of our own expectations about who a man should be and what he is and is not good at.

TURNING THE SPOTLIGHT ON OURSELVES

VIRTUALLY ALL THE WOMEN I know and most of the women in my audiences have deeply embedded stereotypes about men in the home. I certainly indulge them myself. I often laugh with other women about “male looking”: that phenomenon when a man opens a cabinet in the kitchen, stares blankly straight ahead, and then yells, “Where’s the peanut butter?” Typically it’s right in front of him. I’ve also often said that “my husband believes in Santa Claus,” because as far as he’s concerned Christmas just magically appears, stockings and all. With an audience of women, this line never fails to get a knowing chuckle.

A certain amount of gender teasing is completely fine and funny. Given that our household is three men and me, we all indulge in plenty of eye rolling about male and female differences. I truly don’t get a lot of humor that both my husband and sons find hilarious, almost invariably involving bodily functions. And they are often bewildered by female behavior that seems perfectly obvious to me. Overall, I am happy to acknowledge and embrace gender differences.

But I’m not talking about difference here. I’m talking about presumed superiority: the ways in which a majority of American women actually think we are better than men in the entire domestic realm, from kids to kitchens. About the things we don’t actually want to give up. And about the roles many of us want men to play and the roles we are willing to let them play.

Consider the following scenario. You walk into your office on your first day of work and your boss, a man, says, “I have evolved biologically to do this job better than you can, but I’m going to let you try. To be sure it’s done right, however, I will leave you detailed instructions for every individual task. And when I travel, I will call in every couple of hours to make sure you are following those instructions to the letter.”

Most women in such a situation would complain immediately to human resources and perhaps start considering a lawsuit. But when I describe this hypothetical scene to audiences of women, the laughter of recognition begins to ripple along the rows by the time I get to “I will leave you detailed instructions.” They know exactly what I’m talking about. This is precisely the way the majority of us treat our husbands or male partners when we leave them in charge of the children. For every woman who remains frustrated by her husband’s description of an evening with the kids when she is out as “babysitting,” another would not dream of leaving the house without prepared meals in the fridge and long lists of what Dad needs to do. When I point out our own double standards in this regard, double standards we have long ago fiercely rejected in the workplace, I see a number of women looking slightly shamefaced. But inevitably at least one woman in the audience will raise her hand and say what many others are thinking:

“But they really don’t know how to do it.”

“Do you have any idea what the house would look like if I weren’t there?”

“My husband would feed them pizza every night.”

I laugh and agree. But then I point out that I have spent many years in my career wondering why men seem to think that their way of getting work done is the best or only way. The cult of face time; the endless sports metaphors; the assumption that bigger is (almost) always better. I often have a different way of doing things, and who are my male colleagues to say I’m wrong, as long as the work gets done and done well? The first round of pioneering feminists had to accept the roles and routines of office work on male terms; increased equality today means that women are increasingly free to do it our way. Why shouldn’t men have that same liberty and equality at home?

Men are certainly aware of a widespread female presumption that we really do know better when it comes to home and kids. In an article in New York magazine, therapist Barbara Kass calls many of us out on this account: “So many women want to control their husbands’ parenting. ‘Oh, do you have the this? Did you do the that? Don’t forget that she needs this. And make sure she naps.’ Sexism is internalized.” On Huffington Post, dad blogger Aaron Gouveia notes it’s mostly the moms “who claim to be overworked and desperate for dads to do more” who also criticize dads for not doing things right when they do step up. “And by right, I mean their way. I’ve seen dads criticized and made fun of for how they dress the baby [and] for how they feed the baby.”

Still, for the sake of argument, let’s assume for the moment that the average woman you know is better at managing all the household tasks and childcare than the average man. Now ask yourself why that might be so. Both practice and confidence come to mind.

Think about the household division of duties in areas where gender stereotypes don’t necessarily operate. Doing the taxes, for instance. Did your mom or your dad do them? In my household my dad did them, but I did them the first time Andy and I filed a joint return because I had a bigger salary and had been doing mine before we were married. I did them once, then became the person who knew what to do, a competence that inevitably grew over the years such that it would make no sense for him to take it over now. Similarly, he is the trip planner. His father always planned every detail of his family’s trips, so he planned our first vacation and every vacation since. But it could quite easily have worked out the other way. The point is that if you gather the knowledge to do it once, you become the designee for that task, a status that only expands the more knowledge you gain and more expert you become.

Now transpose that pattern to children. In families with biological children, the mother bears the child and typically breastfeeds. That means she instantly begins gaining competence, even if at first she’s having a whole new experience. Babies don’t come with instruction manuals. Confidence—or lack of confidence—are self-fulfilling prophecies, as we know from social psychologist Claude Steele’s work on priming. Steele and his disciples have shown over and over again that reinforcing positive stereotypes a fraction of a second before challenging a student to do a task produces better outcomes, while reinforcing negative stereotypes leads to lower performance.

In Steele’s book, Whistling Vivaldi, he discusses how stereotypes can be both cultural and situational. For example, women, blacks, and Latinos are told they are bad at math, and so they don’t do as well in math overall as Asians and men. But Steele showed that “stereotype threat” can be situational, too. He did a study where researchers told one group of white male Stanford students with high math ability that they were taking a difficult eighteen-question test on which “Asians tend to do better than whites.” A control group of white male students was told nothing. The results were stark. The white men who were told that Asians do better on the test performed three questions worse than the students who were told nothing at all, the difference between an A and a B grade.

If women assume they can do whatever needs to be done in the domestic space better and faster than men can, they are likely to be better. Conversely, as Rutgers professor Stuart Shapiro puts it, “If a man is told repeatedly he is not good at child care (or cooking dinner), or that the family is better off if the woman does more of it, he will probably start believing it (as he is probably predisposed to anyway).” Writer and co-founder of the Fatherhood Institute Jack O’Sullivan agrees, arguing that one reason men are so silent in debates about work and family is that “even the most senior male chief executive often lacks confidence in areas that might be defined as personal, private or family.”

Just think about how we all continually reinforce this stereotype: when a child starts to fuss and a man is holding him, many women in my generation, at least, will immediately reach for him with the assumption that they know how to handle a baby better. And almost all the men of my father’s generation and a fair number in mine are likely to look around for a mother, grandmother, or aunt.

Once again, biology rears its controversial head here. Women produce big doses of the “love hormone,” oxytocin, during labor, which plays a part in that magic moment when you look into your baby’s face and your world shifts under your feet. Men don’t. Women breast-feed. Men don’t. In nature only 5 percent of male mammals are engaged fathers; the other 95 percent inseminate and depart. Surely then, even if we feminists deny it with our dying breaths, women are “naturally” customized for child rearing.

But not so fast. It is true that women get that dose of oxytocin and that they breast-feed. Neuroscientists Kelly Lambert and Craig Kinsley have shown that motherhood makes rats smarter, more emotionally resilient, and physically agile. It turns out, however, that similar changes, and the same hormones, are found in the brains of male California deer mice, one of the species in which both males and females care for the pups. And deer mice are not the only species in which the male is affected by parenting. Endocrine systems and neural circuitry are altered in a manner “strikingly similar to that in mothers” in male marmosets, owl monkeys, and, of course, human beings.

More recent neuroimaging research on new fathers has indeed shown structural changes in their brains—not just increased activity at the sight of their infants but longer-term changes in the parts of the brain associated both with nurturing and with anxiety. This work is at a tentative and early stage, but one new father of twins, writing about this research, says, “When you become a dad, it’s like a plate has been set spinning in your brain (or two in my case)—suddenly, no matter where you are, or what you’re doing, you have this restless vigilance for your fragile offspring. And then there’s the time spent playing and feeding, when you’re alert to every flicker of emotion on their little face, every tiny hiccup or cry.” Sounds just like a mother to me!

I don’t know that Andy ever thought very much about having children before we were married; he certainly didn’t think about the details of caring for them. But because he was a professor, he could be around as much as I was in those early days of parenthood. I was ten when my younger brother Bryan was born and I had taken care of him plenty, so the habits of rocking, burping, and diaper changing quickly came back. Mostly, though, we had to figure out this baby with the equipment of this era. Andy was much more likely to read parenting books and research various products. Even when I breast-fed, Andy would take the last feeding of the day with a bottle. He was in charge, testing and discarding multiple methods of trying to fill Edward up as much as possible to buy us an extra hour or two of sleep. They bonded early and fast.

We are entering a vast new age of knowledge about our brains, our bodies, our biology. What we should assume above all right now is how much we don’t know about what men and women can do and about what we are programmed and conditioned to do by both nature and nurture. Are we different? Of course. But different in ways that constrain our abilities and possibilities as either breadwinners or caregivers? We have no idea.

It’s worth remembering Kelly Lambert’s words of wisdom: “If nature teaches anything, it’s that those species flexible enough to adapt to changing environments are the ones that survive.”

WE DON’T WANT TO GIVE IT UP

I VIVIDLY REMEMBER THE FIRST time one of our sons woke up in the night and called for Daddy instead of Mommy. My first reaction, to put it politely, was deep dismay. I’m his mother. Kids are supposed to call for their mother. If he’s not calling for me, then I must not be a good mom.

All this is racing through my head while my husband is sleeping soundly next to me; I, after all, was the one who woke up when our son called out. (Andy swears that he wakes up when I’m not there; I’ll never know! But our sons have never complained of crying out and no one coming when I’m away.)

On that particular occasion, I got up and comforted my son, telling him Mommy was here and that Daddy was sleeping downstairs; all was right with the world. Over the years, on the many other occasions when our sons turned first to Andy rather than to me—for homework help or advice on subjects ranging from music to girls—I have had some tough conversations with myself. Even if, as my mother would say, I have always wanted to have my cake and eat it too, I simply cannot have all the rewards and satisfactions of my career and expect to be the person my sons call for first.

I have also reflected on my emotion that night. Was it guilt? That ideal of the good mother as the person who is always there when her kids need her? In the United States, at least, we’ve beaten that subject to death in recent years, asking ourselves repeatedly why the standards of mothering have become so exacting and all-consuming. I have often wondered what happened to the mantra of “benign neglect,” which my mother used to quote as the best guide to child rearing. As one of my friends put it, nowadays “benign neglect would result in someone calling social services.”

In her 2014 bestseller All Joy and No Fun: The Paradox of Modern Parenthood, Jennifer Senior points to the confluence of several factors—Americans having fewer children, women having more control over their reproductive lives thanks to widely available contraception, and parents having children later than they did in my mother’s day—as reasons why benign neglect went out of style. From 1970 to 2006, the proportion of women having their first child after the age of thirty-five increased nearly eightfold. “Because so many of us are now avid volunteers for a project in which we were all once dutiful conscripts,” Senior writes, “we have heightened expectations of what children will do for us, regarding them as sources of existential fulfillment rather than as ordinary parts of our lives.”

If I am honest with myself, the hardest emotion to work through when I heard our son call for Andy rather than for me was not guilt but envy. Even with all the rewards of my career, I would still like for them to call for me first. As the psychiatrist Andras Angyal writes, “We ourselves want to be needed. We do not only have needs, we are also strongly motivated by neededness.” Mothers have gotten that special rush for years when a child reaches for us and says no one else will do; the question is whether we really want or are willing to share that role with others.

Katrin Bennhold is a young journalist whom I met over a decade ago. I was immediately impressed with her intelligence and drive; I then followed her columns in the International Herald Tribune and agreed to occasional interviews on foreign policy issues. Over the years she married and had two daughters. A year after I published my Atlantic article I was delighted but not surprised to read her reflections on exactly the question of who gets to be the most needed parent.

Bennhold won a Nieman fellowship at Harvard, one of journalism’s most prestigious honors, which allows the recipient to spend nine months in Cambridge. Nieman fellows include a wide roster of the world’s top journalists in their ranks; traditionally a male journalist would pack up his wife and children, if he had them, and head for Harvard’s ivy-covered halls. In Bennhold’s case, however, her husband had a job in London that he could not leave, nor could she manage to care for their two daughters on her own in Cambridge. So she did what I did when I went to Washington: she moved for her job and left her husband as primary caregiver back in London.

On her trips back home, she found that her husband understood the challenges of parenting in a new way, including the “leaden fatigue” of staying up all night with a child and then going to work the next day. “But he also gets the power of being The One—of being the ultimate source of comfort for a child.” She, in turn, now knows “the sting of rejection when a child strains to be soothed by the other parent.”

Bennhold also knows, as I do, the power of being liberated to pursue your career goals full-time, “the freedom of not being responsible on a day-to-day basis, of being the scarce parent, the fun-time parent rather than the one in charge of brushing teeth or disciplining.” She is honest enough to admit that she used to think “that because I gave birth, the bond with my children was something my husband—always a very involved father—could not quite match.” She has now concluded that “responsibility and time, not gender, determine the depth of the bond with a child.” In addition, she and her husband “have become more equal” by each “slipping into the opposite gender’s role.”

I would agree on both counts. It is still unquestionably important to me that our sons turn to me first on some things; I specialize in emotional issues and moral dilemmas. My personal balance between competition and care meant that I came home from D.C. so that I could still be part of our sons’ lives enough to know when and how I could help. That’s simply part of what makes me whole, just as it is important to me to be there for my own parents, my siblings, and my close friends.

Overall, however, I have to accept that if I’m going to travel as much as my career often demands, then Andy is going to be the anchor parent at home. I remind myself that my father was often gone when I was growing up, yet he and I are very close. But I also tell myself that our sons are lucky to have close relationships with both of us and that I am privileged to have both a career and a family I love.

My experience, like Katrin Bennhold’s, can’t be said to reflect a universal truth. But being needed is a universal desire and the traditional coin in which mothers have been compensated. If we accept that trade-offs are necessary for women if they want to reach the top of their careers, even if they have money and choices, and if we’re prepared to let men be equal caregivers just as we insist on being equal competitors, then we have to be very honest about our deepest needs and desires. It is one thing to let go of the housekeeping. Quite another to relinquish being the center of your children’s universe.

FIFTY SHADES OF CONFUSION

SHORTLY AFTER MY ARTICLE IN The Atlantic came out, I met a young woman outside the CNN studios in New York who recognized me and thanked me for launching a conversation about work and family. We talked briefly about the importance of having an equal partner, but she then wrinkled her nose at the idea of a “house husband, a man doing the dishes.” Her reaction cuts to the heart of the continuing inequality between men and women. A woman can drop out of the workforce and remain an attractive partner. For men, that is still a risky choice. Though we may be more welcoming to stay-at-home dads than we used to be, we’re certainly not at full equality yet. In 2010, when Pew Research asked respondents if it’s very important for a man to be a good provider, 64 percent of women said yes; when they asked the same question about women, only 39 percent of women said yes.

Young men are keenly aware of the gap between what many women say they want and what they choose. In The End of Men, Hanna Rosin quotes David, a twenty-nine-year-old with a master’s degree, talking about the idea of a stay-at-home dad: “Yeah, he haunts me. It doesn’t matter how Brooklyn-progressive we (urban, educated men born after 1980) are, we still think he’s pitifully emasculated. I’m progressive and enlightened, and on an ideological political level I believe in that guy. I want that guy to exist. I just don’t want to be that guy.”

Guy Raz, the host of NPR’s TED Radio Hour, who doesn’t work the normal Monday to Friday nine to five, notes that he is often shut down by moms at the playground, where he is usually the only dad among mothers and nannies. “Even in the most open-minded communities, there’s always the snickering and the ‘Mr. Mom’ jokes,” Raz writes.

Women define the nature of masculinity as much as other men do. If they are going to change, we have to find and embrace an image of a man who can care for children; earn less than we do; have his own ideas about how to organize kitchens, lessons, and trips; and still be fully sexy and attractive as a man.

For the moment, however, we are sending mixed messages at best. While almost 3 million people went to the Atlantic website to read all or part of my article and more than 2 million people have bought Lean In as of March 2015, more than 100 million readers have bought at least one of the books in the Fifty Shades trilogy, a fantasy about a handsome billionaire who plays all sports effortlessly and owns houses, planes, cars, closets full of expensive clothing, and a playroom where he can dominate his girlfriends. He takes care of everything; the entire storyline of these books is about how the woman who will ultimately become his wife and the mother of his children pushes back, but only enough to be able to pursue a modest career of her own, to turn his lust into love, and to ensure that he’s kinky enough to arouse but not really hurt her. The media certainly presumes that the readership of the trilogy and the audiences for the movie are overwhelmingly female, but the men in their lives would have had to be hermits to miss the splash it created.

As I see it, all of us, men and women, want to be cared for at various times; I have always said that one of the hardest things about being a mom is that when I get sick no one is there to tell me to stay in bed, to put a cooling hand on my forehead. I also certainly love the protective side of the men in my life and am more than willing to let them take charge at times. But the fantasy of a man with all the money in the world who can fix every problem and make everything all right is just that: a fantasy.

It is not surprising that we are confused, just as many men are confused. But we can at least be honest about that confusion. As much as we say we want fully equal partners at home and at work, many of us resist the obvious: if the vast majority of male CEOs with families have wives or partners who are either at home full-time during the caregiving years or whose work flexibility allows them to be the lead parent, then women CEOs are going to need the same thing. We want our own careers. We want families. We want mates who are equal (or perhaps even slightly better) than us in every way. Something has to give.

LEAVE SUPERWOMAN BEHIND

THE FIRST THING WE HAVE to let go of is our insane expectations of ourselves. University of Chicago economist Marianne Bertrand and her colleagues Emir Kamenica and Jessica Pan show in a time-use study that women who outearn their husbands do more housework than women who do not. This sounds crazy until we consider the psychological factors. In Power Through Partnership: How Women Lead Better Together, Betsy Polk and Maggie Ellis Chotas write:


Consider the women you know. How many are struggling to squeeze even more into already packed lives? How many are saying yes too often and no all too rarely? How many are trying to convince themselves that perfection is just beyond the horizon? All they have to do is work harder, sleep less, push more, smile wider, be tougher, and, then, maybe, they will get there, somehow, someday.



These women—and Polk and Chotas count their past selves among them—“are striving to be superwomen, summoning up all their energy to reach a mirage of perfection, trying to scale mountains of exalted expectations (their own and those of others) as they struggle to lean in deeper and deeper.”

It is this same superwoman perfectionism that led Debora Spar to write Wonder Women. She says, forthrightly, that her generation of women “made a mistake.” (Spar is only seven years younger than I am, but that means I came of age in the 1970s and she came of age in the 1980s, a crucial difference in terms of the feminist trajectory.) “We took the struggles and victories of feminism and interpreted them somehow as a pathway to personal perfection.” Her entire book makes a powerful and often witty case for letting go of an entire “force field of highly unrealistic expectations” to be model mother and star employee, to “save the world and look forever like a seventeen-year-old model.”

Spar and I disagree a bit on whether men will ever be able to step up and take the reins domestically as equal or primary caregivers. And I have to say that I personally am simply not a perfectionist; I’m comfortable with the fact that I don’t fit the image of the ideal mother because I always valued the side of my mother that painted extraordinary paintings far more than the baker of cupcakes. But to women who continually up the ante on themselves, believing that if they just got up earlier or used their time better or tried harder they would somehow be able to make it all work, I say, Stop. Let it go.

LET THEM DO IT…THEIR WAY

IN OUR STYLIZED ACCOUNTS OF the past, women were homemakers, confident and capable in their own sphere. Men owned the world of work, confident in theirs. Now women are rising fast at work, glorying in their ability to be all the things men used to be and to be just as good or better. A woman who manages to both “bring home the bacon and fry it up,” all while managing a calendar on the fridge that looks like an air traffic control chart, is a superwoman. She may be completely exhausted and less happy than she was forty years ago, but at least she has that.

We need to step off our new self-created pedestals. When we are feeling overwhelmed, we need to let go and ask for help. It often takes much more strength on our part to acknowledge weakness than to pretend infinite competence.

Some readers who have already abandoned superwoman aspirations are probably thinking at this point: Of course! That’s exactly what we have been asking for. We want the men in our lives to pick up the slack, to be equal partners as caregivers so that we can be equal partners as breadwinners.

But that’s exactly the final place we have to let go. We have been asking for “help.” That means we decide what needs to be done and we ask the men in our lives to help us do it. It’s not going to work that way. Real equality means equality at home just as much as at work. It means a whole new domestic order.

Gro Harlem Brundtland was the first woman prime minister of Norway. As she tells the story, when she was first asked to join the government as the environment minister in 1974, she was thirty-five with four children under thirteen. Her husband encouraged her to take the offer and said he would take care of the kids, on one condition: he would do it his way. She knew what he meant; they had both shared various domestic responsibilities, but she had taken the dominant role in the household. Now he was saying he would do it, but not with her telling him what to do. She recalls one of his innovations: when their kids learned to iron, they did it in pairs. He set up two ironing boards so that the kids could talk to each other as they did it, thereby making it a much less onerous task. He also put up a sign that he found in a Virginia airport: A HOUSE MUST BE CLEAN ENOUGH TO BE HEALTHY AND DIRTY ENOUGH TO BE HAPPY.

It has taken Andy and me a long time to get to the same place. For years, I got upset with Andy about why everything domestic seemed to be my responsibility. Although he did lots of stuff, it was almost always when I told him what needed to be done, and he never seemed to feel the urgency or necessity of getting it done himself. He didn’t really get it until we realized how much the shoe is on the other foot when we travel. He does all the trip planning: the flights, cars, connections, hotels, itinerary. And he is always chivvying the rest of us to get up or hurry up or pack up. The boys and I do what he says but rarely as quickly or efficiently as he wants us to. We have the blissful sense that someone else is in charge, so we don’t really need to take responsibility to check the schedules, foresee possible contingencies, or worry about what’s coming next.

When I pointed out to Andy that his frustration at our willingness to take instruction but not responsibility when we travel was the flip side of the way I so often felt at home, it made sense to him. But I also realized something else: for a long time I wasn’t really willing to let him take responsibility. I did feel, deep down, that I knew what I was doing in terms of running our household better than he did. I didn’t really trust him to be able to do it on his own, or certainly not to do it the way I would.

As our sons would be quick to point out, that’s sexism, plain and simple. I was assuming, like almost all the women I know, that he wouldn’t be able to take care of the kids or run a household as well as I could because he’s a man. But of course if a man were to assume that I really can’t practice law or medicine or business or any other profession or job as well as he can because I’m a woman, I would hit the roof.

So why won’t we let go? At least part of the reason why women assume that we are superior in the home, and that our way of parenting or decorating or homemaking generally is the right way, is the oft-cited mantra that women are better than men at multitasking.

In her controversial article “The Retro Wife,” journalist Lisa Miller writes, “Among my friends, many women behave as though the evolutionary imperative extends not just to birthing and breast-feeding but to administrative household tasks as well, as if only they can properly plan birthday parties, make doctors’ appointments, wrap presents, communicate with the teacher, buy the new school shoes.” She goes on to cite a 2010 British study showing that “men lack the same mental bandwidth for multitasking as women. Male and female subjects were asked how they’d find a lost key, while also being given a number of unrelated chores to do—talk on the phone, read a map, complete a math problem. The women universally approached the hunt more efficiently.”

Okay. For the sake of argument, let’s assume that women are better at doing multiple things at once. So what? It was not so long ago that we looked at people (women) who did multiple things at once as “scattered” or “jack of all trades, master of none.” Since when did being able to do multiple things at once become the one and only measure of success and ability?

Andy and I agree that I am certainly better at multitasking than he is. I can remember various appointments while making a list for dinner while emailing the kids’ teachers. But just as he can put a tastier dinner on the table faster than I can, so can he also sit next to our younger son for hours on end working through the nuances and mistakes of his piano practice. He is also a much better disciplinarian. Many of these attributes come precisely from his ability to tune out competing priorities and put in sustained effort over a long period of time.

No matter which partner is better at focusing or multitasking, homework monitoring or organizing playdates, if we women truly want equal partners in the home, then we can’t ask our husbands to be “equal” on our terms. Andy’s view of how to run a household definitely differs from mine, just as his taste in everything from furniture to how to organize a kitchen differs. But why is my way the right way?

It’s true that some homes run by some dads might look more like sports camps than the photo spreads in Good Housekeeping. I might even go out on a limb and say that on average homes run by dads will be more cluttered than homes run by moms. The dishes and the laundry may take second place to a game of catch after dinner or, as in my household when I was away in D.C., a game of poker during dinner. Your spouse might also be, as Jennifer Senior argues in All Joy and No Fun, less emotionally attuned to how your children are feeling at any given moment and more practically attuned to meeting their physical and intellectual needs. That may be just fine: an immediate emotional response may be exactly what is needed for soothing a skinned knee but less useful for sleep training a baby. We may find that more typical “dad” ways of parenting are no better or worse than typical “mom” ways.

Even if every stereotype holds, however, and our worst female fears of living rooms turning into man caves are realized, are we really so sure that our kids will come out worse? While single fathers may not be nearly as plentiful as single mothers, they have managed to raise plenty of successful kids. So have families with two dads or two moms. Alternatively, if women let go and let the men in our lives be genuinely equal or primary caregivers, we may just find that all these stereotypes of male/female parenting differences are socialized as well.

There is only one way to find out.

BACK TO THE FUTURE

EVERY GENERATION ASSUMES THAT THE way it does things is the way things are. Notions of who should be caregiving and who should be working, for instance, are as historically contingent as notions of who should be allowed to marry each other. Interracial marriage was illegal in many states until 1967; modern British royalty were not allowed to marry commoners until Prince Charles married Diana, or previously divorced spouses until he married Camilla; and the struggle for same-sex marriage in the United States is still in full swing. What was once unthinkable in one age becomes normal in another.

With regard to caregiving, historian Mary Frances Berry pointed out in a New York Times op-ed back in 1993 that the “traditional idealized family” of a mother caregiver and a father working outside the home is a modern invention. (Berry’s op-ed was in response to Kimba Woods and Zoë Baird both withdrawing from consideration for attorney general over childcare issues, but sadly, it feels as fresh today as it did twenty years ago.) Before the 1950s, Berry points out, white families relied on African Americans to take care of their children. Even working-class families had black maids. If we go back further, to the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in the United States, many fathers actually were primary caretakers after the children were done nursing:


[Fathers] not only directed their children’s education and religious worship but often played with them, decided what they would eat and hushed them to sleep when they awakened in the night. Today’s trend toward increased parenting by the father to relieve mothers from the stress of balancing jobs and child rearing may be seen as a return to the patterns of old.



In the days when childhood was short to nonexistent, children essentially “apprenticed” with the parent of the same sex, boys going to work with their fathers and girls with their mothers as soon as they were old enough to learn and help. Infant and toddler care was women’s work, or, in richer establishments, the work of nurses, but nurture was certainly as much a father’s job as a mother’s.

Home economics has long dictated the changing roles of different family members; in the agrarian era families all worked together on the farm, while in the early industrial age children from poor families worked in the factories to free up their parents to work the fields. Children were only pushed out of the Western labor market in the first half of the twentieth century because of declining demand for unskilled labor; more families could also afford to keep them in school. As sociologist Viviana Zelizer describes it, “The useful labor of the nineteenth-century child was replaced by educational work for the useless child.”

In her book Stiffed: The Betrayal of the American Man, Susan Faludi makes the valuable point that a sense of “manhood flowed out of [men’s] utility in a society, not the other way around.” Masculinity is not a detachable thing that you can take off like sunglasses or armor. “The men who worked at the Long Beach Naval Shipyard didn’t come there and learn their crafts as riggers, welders, and boilermakers to be masculine; they were seeking something worthwhile to do,” Faludi explains. In other words, if male caregiving becomes valuable economically and emotionally, we will redefine our concept of masculinity to include caregiving attributes. As the nature and place of paid work change, which is happening rapidly, we will change our values. If history is any guide, men should be able to take on a full range of caring and nurturing roles, from teacher to entrepreneur. But they will redefine all those functions their way. It’s up to women to let them.

A NEW ERA

ENGLISH PROFESSOR ABIGAIL RINE WROTE a wonderful post on her blog, Mama Unabridged, in which she described her bearded, tattooed husband as “a cloth-diapering wizard, an amazing cook, a master gardener” and explained that he has established a “seamless rhythm” with their son “that is simply beautiful to witness.” Rine realized that if her son wore mismatched socks or pajamas all day, that didn’t mean her husband wasn’t doing a bang-up job of childcare. She points out that the real revolution for this century “would be to stop seeing the home as a gendered space” but rather as both a male and female domain, just as we now see the workplace.

Close your eyes and just imagine letting it all go—the expectations you imagine others have of you and that you have of yourself, your mate, and your house. Imagine that if your children call for your husband or partner or any other loving adult in their lives, then you have the security of knowing that many different people can be there for them. Imagine that your mate takes charge of an equal set of domestic responsibilities and tells you what to do to help out and fill in.

If we can let go of the mountain of assumptions, biases, expectations, double standards, and doubts that so many of us carry around, then a new world of possibilities awaits. We may lose our status as superwomen, but we have everything to gain.





Part III

Getting to Equal

Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg has fought the feminist fight for a very long time, winning seminal victories for women’s rights as a lawyer in the 1970s and continuing to speak up in both opinions and dissents after she was appointed to the Supreme Court by President Clinton in 1993.

Ginsburg once gave an interview to a newsletter for Supreme Court employees in which she explained that she had given one of her clerks, David Post, a flexible schedule to allow him to take care of his two young children during the days while his wife worked as an economist. Ginsburg noted, “This is my dream of the way the world should be. When fathers take equal responsibility for the care of their children, that’s when women will truly be liberated.”

Note that she did not say “when fathers pull their weight at home” or “when fathers do their share of household chores.” She said “when fathers take equal responsibility for the care of their children.” The difference between taking responsibility and “helping” is an ocean of logistics and worry, not to mention contingency planning. Women have to let it go; men have to take it up.

But can we actually make change of that magnitude? In the summer of 2013 I gave a talk at TEDGlobal in which I exhorted the audience to think about the need to “resocialize men” in just the ways I have described here. I could feel the waves of skepticism rolling off the audience. “You may think it can’t happen,” I said. “But I grew up in a society where my mother set out little vases of cigarettes on the table at dinner parties, where blacks and whites had to use different bathrooms, and in which everyone claimed to be heterosexual. Today, not so much.”

That got a rueful laugh. My point was to remind audience members just how much our world has changed over the past fifty years, vastly for the better from the point of view of African Americans, the LGBT community, and families who have lost loved ones to lung cancer. Given the magnitude of that change, think about how much change we can still make—in ways that might seem unimaginable today.

These last four chapters are about the concrete steps we must take to get to equal between women and men, to finish the great business of the women’s movement. They include simple changes we can make in how we talk, changes in our career trajectories, changes in the workplace, and changes in our political system.

In 2012 my younger son and I were watching the Democratic National Convention. Then-senator John Kerry was speaking, and my son asked who he was. I replied that he was a senator, he had run for president in 2004, and that if President Obama were re-elected he was quite likely to become secretary of state. My son looked surprised and said, without missing a beat, “You mean a man can be secretary of state?” Born in 1999, my son was only five when Secretary of State Colin Powell was succeeded by Condoleezza Rice, who in turn handed over the keys of office to Secretary Clinton. Looking at him, I remembered how jubilant I felt the day the first woman secretary of state, Madeleine Albright, was sworn in in 1997, after more than two centuries of men.

Change often takes a long time to build, but then can happen very fast, like a torrent of rushing water finally breaking through a dam. My lifetime has been a period of revolutionary change for women, but the pace of that change has slowed and stalled. It’s time for the next great wave, for women and for men.
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CHANGE THE WAY YOU TALK

Back in the early 1980s, as I began my first year of law school, I remember being startled by the way my professors talked. A handful of young male faculty members at Harvard (the roughly seventy-person department included only a few women at that point) were deliberately trying to change the gender messages they sent. So when, for example, my torts professor mentioned a judge, a doctor, a lawyer, an engineer, or any other profession, he would deliberately use the pronoun “she.” I jumped every time he did it. It just sounded so strange. I didn’t know a single woman doctor, judge, or engineer. As I used to tell my students, I’m not that old, but as recently as the early 1980s a shift in pronoun opened up my world.

A decade earlier, the honorific “Ms.” (pronounced “Miz”), as opposed to “Miss” or “Mrs.,” had come into use. It may be hard to believe now, but the introduction of “Ms.” into the lexicon was a huge rallying cry for early feminists, led by the iconoclastic (and now iconic) magazine of the same name. “Miss” or “Mrs.” immediately identified a woman as married or unmarried, on the assumption that her status in that regard was the single most important piece of information anyone would want to know about her. “Ms.” gave women their own identities, regardless of marital status. A seemingly small change in language had enormous symbolic significance.

I tell you these stories to show that how we talk matters. A lot. The words we choose reflect and reinforce deep assumptions about what is normal and what is not, what is approved and what is not, what is valued and what is not. While changing the way we speak may seem subtle, it can send a very powerful message of inclusion and alter the default assumptions of those we talk to. Back in law school, hearing the pronoun “she” applied to professions and positions that I had only seen men hold shifted my conceptions about what was possible.

In the 1980s it was important to modify our language simply to include women—half the human race. Forty years later we are still expanding that linguistic circle. In 2014, Facebook changed its gender identity options. Before, you could only choose male or female when you built your profile. This made some gender nonconforming people feel as if their identities were being erased. Today on Facebook, you can choose from a long list of customized gender options, including transgender male, transsexual female, gender nonconforming, and androgynous. As GLAAD president Sarah Kate Ellis put it, “This new feature is a step forward in recognizing transgender people and allows them to tell their authentic story in their own words.” Language is one of the principal ways that we make the invisible visible and the silent heard.

Think about how often married mothers are asked, “Oh, is your husband babysitting tonight?” during a night out. Can you imagine a married man in the same situation being asked whether his wife is “babysitting”? And why don’t we describe a male employee with children as a working father? On the flip side, why do we call a man who is a primary caregiver “Mr. Mom”? These linguistic distinctions may seem subtle or insignificant, but an entire structure of assumed responsibility and approved behavior patterns hangs in the balance.

THE TROUBLE WITH EUPHEMISMS

WHEN I LEFT THE STATE Department to return to my full-time position as a tenured professor, I was hardly leaving the ranks of career women. Yet many of the responses to my Atlantic article framed the debate as just another mommy problem. One commenter said that I was “backing away from [my] State Department job over mom-guilt.” Another put my story squarely in the genre of women “dropping out, ramping down or finding they just can’t combine career and family.”

In the immortal language of Calvin and Hobbes, Arrrrgh! What was particularly frustrating is that I had anticipated such characterizations and had deliberately tried to counter them in the article itself. I knew all along that if I had kept my mouth shut about my kids and simply said that I was returning to academia at the end of my two-year public service leave like countless others before me, no one would have blinked an eye. The news—to the extent it made news—would have been: “Anne-Marie Slaughter resigned at the end of her leave to return to her position at Princeton.”

But no. My brother Hoke, an investment banker who’s always been hugely supportive of me and my career, faced his own frustrations trying to tell people he encountered in the financial world that I had hardly “dropped out.” As he wrote to me in the wake of the reactions, the clear message in the media was that I am “someone who bailed because trying to be both a mother and a high foreign policy professional was ‘too tough.’ ” I was, in effect, painted as someone who just couldn’t cut it or couldn’t manage the juggle of work and family, when in fact I was still teaching a full load, writing regular columns on foreign policy, giving thirty to forty speeches per year, and working on a new book. All I had really done was shift from inflexible intensive work to flexible intensive work that I could schedule myself and thereby spend more time with my family, and yet I was being described with a word we typically apply to students who fail to finish high school or college.

No wonder so many women and men, after making a choice to work at anything less than full tilt—whether part-time, in a less demanding job, or not at all—feel like failures. None of my critics were willing to say outright that I was a wimp, but that was certainly the message. Euphemisms like “opting out,” or certainly “dropping out,” send a deep cultural message about how we define success and failure, while also obfuscating that message in ways that make it very hard to challenge. Using coded language allows employers, journalists, and social critics to claim to be progressive while still marginalizing work-family conflicts as women’s issues rather than work issues—and weak women’s issues at that.

In Washington it’s simply accepted that “leaving to spend time with your family” is a euphemism for being fired. This understanding is so ingrained that when Pentagon undersecretary for policy Michèle Flournoy announced in December 2011 that she would be stepping down after three years to spend time with her three children, ages fourteen, twelve, and nine, The New York Times covered her decision as follows: “Ms. Flournoy’s announcement surprised friends and a number of Pentagon officials, but all said they took her reason for resignation at face value and not as a standard Washington excuse for an official who has in reality been forced out.”

The Pentagon itself was so concerned about this perception that they addressed it publicly. “ ‘I can absolutely and unequivocally state that her decision to step down has nothing to do with anything other than her commitment to her family,’ said Doug Wilson, a top Pentagon spokesman. ‘She has loved this job and people here love her.’ ”

Consider what this standard Washington excuse implies: it’s so unthinkable that an official would actually step down to spend time with his or her family that it must be a cover for something else. Anyone who willingly chooses family over career, even for a short time, must not be able to cut it in the workforce, for lack of either ability or motivation. That’s simply ridiculous. It’s also a sign of deeply distorted values. So a first step that we can all take toward creating a world of real equality is to stop using this kind of undermining language when we talk about the choices women and men make about their work.

DISSOLVING DOUBLE STANDARDS

IF YOU’RE A WORKING MOTHER, think about how often you’re asked about how you manage to juggle your work with your family. Now ask your husband how often he’s asked that same question. Or if you’re a woman who doesn’t have kids yet but you are contemplating them, or maybe you’re just at an age where other people assume you’re contemplating them, consider how often you’re offered advice on how to balance work and family. Now compare notes with male friends your age about how often they’ve had similar conversations. I’m sure you’ll find that your male counterparts are not having these conversations nearly as frequently, if at all!

If you’re a young woman who has recently been through a job interview, did your interviewer bring up family-friendly policies? (It’s illegal for an interviewer to ask whether you’re planning to have children.) Do you have any male friends who interviewed at the same firm? Ask them whether anyone raised such policies with them.

One of my mentees, who wrote her undergraduate thesis on family-friendly policies in law firms and is now a talented young lawyer herself, reports that “law firms trip all over themselves in an effort to showcase their ‘family-friendly policies’ (which almost universally means permitting a few associates to work from home or to work part-time and allowing slightly longer maternity leaves than other places). When I interviewed with firms, without my saying anything, I met numerous part-time associates and, at more than one firm, every female litigation partner with children.” Her husband, however, is also a lawyer and had an almost identical résumé at the time, yet when he interviewed at many of the same firms he “met not a single woman,” nor did he hear a word about family-friendly policies in his interviews.

Whether you are a woman or a man, be really honest and ask yourself if you’ve ever talked to a younger man about how he’s going to manage having kids and a career simultaneously. I have long had the kids conversation with my female students, but I have to come clean and admit that although I’ve been mentoring and advising students for over twenty years, I too have been guilty of this glaring double standard. Only in my last two years at Princeton, after thinking very hard about what needs to change, did I start talking to my male students about whether and when they are planning on having kids.

Another telling double standard is what I call the “halo dad syndrome.” Every mother I know with a caregiving husband has witnessed this phenomenon, the same one Matt Vilano noted when he was called “a good dad.” Fathers do what is routinely expected of mothers and are treated as if they are extraordinary.

I ran into this phenomenon repeatedly when I was a young dean and Andy, who had a far more flexible schedule than I did, would show up for school events. I heard constantly from teachers and other mothers about what a fabulous father Andy was. In their eyes, his halo shined brighter just for working and taking care of his sons, behavior that was expected as a matter of course from me. As I’ve made clear, Andy has been indispensable as a father and I am deeply grateful. But the halo dad syndrome is an all-too-common example of double standards—holding men to a different standard of behavior for praise or censure than women. We need to stop overpraising dads for simply showing up—something working moms have been doing forever. What that praise really says is that we don’t expect dads to behave in ways that are routine for moms, thereby reinforcing the very assumptions about traditional gender roles that we seek to change.

On the flip side, I have often, in a corporate setting, heard a woman introduced as a talented director, manager, marketer, or what have you. And then, after talking about her qualifications, the introducer will add something like, “And she has teenage twins on top of it all, so she is a master of work-life balance.” It is indeed important to make clear in the workplace that we have lives outside of work. But the problem is that the same presenter will then introduce a man and never mention whether he has a family, once again reinforcing the assumption that caregiving is the woman’s responsibility.

The first generation of working mothers understood that in order to succeed they had to act like the men they worked with, so they never mentioned their children. And many senior women today still play this game, saying that they have a doctor’s appointment, or just an “appointment,” rather than revealing that they are missing work for a child. But as one small yet powerful step toward creating a world in which breadwinning and caregiving are equal, let’s be honest about our caregiving commitments when we are at work. This doesn’t mean insisting that your colleagues spend time cooing over the pictures of your baby or listening to tales of your kindergartner’s prodigious accomplishments. It does mean that if you can’t make an early morning meeting because it’s your turn to drive the kids to school, you’re honest about it.

I propose too that when a man announces to his colleagues that he and his partner are expecting a child, we show the same concern and ask the same questions about his work-life issues that we ask women. We could just stop asking at all, but that would deny what we all know is true: that caring for kids is important and time-consuming. It’s right to acknowledge that; what’s wrong is to assume that it’s all a woman’s responsibility. Changing the conversation to include men is another important step in the right direction.

Recently I was invited to give a foreign policy speech at a big annual forum for the top management of PIMCO, one of the world’s largest investment management firms. The organizer asked if I could give a second speech on work and family. I agreed and was pleasantly surprised to find myself talking not to a group called “PIMCO Women,” but to “PIMCO Parents.” The audience of more than fifty people was at least one-third men. The name change may seem small, but it is a big step in the direction of ensuring that family responsibilities are the province of all family members.

Mark Weinberger, CEO of EY (formerly Ernst & Young), has a great catchphrase for this shift. In his words, “Women don’t want to be singled out; men don’t want to be left out.” Exactly.

A NEW VOCABULARY OF REAL EQUALITY

THE GREAT THING ABOUT LANGUAGE is that it is within the individual control of all of us. Each one of us can commit to talking differently, to talking as if care and competition are genuinely equal and equally valued for both men and women; as if we hold men and women equally responsible not only for creating children but also for raising them; and as if the people we respect and value most have full lives in which the people and things they love are just as important as their work. Here are a few more steps we can take to make that happen:


• The next time someone tells you how many hours she worked last week, or talks only about work at a party, ask her what interesting books she’s read lately, or if she’s seen any good movies. In other words, refuse to play the competitive game. Find out what people care about other than work.

• When you meet someone, try not to ask, “What do you do?” within the first five minutes. Ask him what he’s interested in, what his hobbies are, what he’s passionate about in life. Signal by the way you talk that you value more than how people earn an income.

• When you talk about men who are in the workforce and have children, try describing them as “working fathers” or “working parents.” And if they are taking care of their parents or other family members, think about calling them “working caregivers.”

• When you talk about a woman or a man who is home full-time with children, avoid using the term “stay-at-home mom” or “stay-at-home dad,” a phrase that implies that the office is the norm and thus someone at home needs a qualifier. Try using the descriptors “lead parent,” “anchor parent,” or “full-time parent.”

• When you’re talking to a young man at your workplace who expects to have a family, try asking him, “How are you planning to fit your career together with your family?” If that man becomes the father of a child, ask him something like “How are you and your partner planning to divide responsibilities and what changes in your work life will help you manage?” It may seem a little intrusive and patronizing (though women are asked these questions all the time), but it’s vital that we acknowledge the importance of caregiving when we’re in the office.

• When one of your work colleagues or someone you supervise must leave early, come in late, or work from home because of caregiving responsibilities, try to avoid asking things like “How do you plan to get your work done?” even if the question is not accusatory and is spoken in a friendly tone. Questions like these reinforce the assumption that if you are committed to your family you are less committed to your work.

• If you have to come in late, leave early, or work from home because of caregiving responsibilities, make it clear that you’re attending to something that is every bit as important as your work. And if you want to organize a group at your workplace to focus on fitting work and caregiving responsibilities together, call it a “parents’ group” a “caregivers’ group,” or, best of all, a “how to work better group.”

• If someone you thought was on leadership track slows down to work part-time or on a more flexible schedule due to caregiving responsibilities, assume that his or her ambitions have not changed. Initiate a conversation to find out. Talk about this period as an “investment interval” valuable for family reasons and for acquiring different skills and experiences. Plan together for ramping back up when she or he is ready.

• If an employee decides that even part-time or flexible work is too much, whether out of desire or family necessity, discuss the possibility of taking courses, volunteering, or working in ways that will be professionally useful down the road. And talk about these employees as alumni or alumnae of your workplace; if you’re smart, you’ll want to hire them again someday.

• Before you talk about someone you admire, first ask yourself if she is admirable all the way through—as much in the caring parts of her life as in the competitive parts. Talk about people in a way that indicates you value them in the round, for their successes in raising their children or caring for other relatives or their communities as much as their career accomplishments.



Lastly, it’s worth mentioning that many of the common terms for describing the trade-offs we make between caregiving and breadwinning are still somewhat problematic. We’ve already discussed the pitfalls of the phrase “having it all,” but others, even some of the seemingly innocuous ones, have their own difficulties. One of my close friends gets particularly incensed at the term “juggling career and family.” As she points out, a juggler treats each of the balls or pins he is juggling equally; it’s not the same with work and family. If your child or parent is in danger of falling, nothing else matters—the juggling stops. Other friends hate the term “balance,” on the grounds that life never actually balances at some miraculous mechanical middle point between work and loved ones. Most of us are not balancing; we’re running to keep up.

I use both “juggling” and “balance,” but I prefer the idea of striving toward a good “work/life fit,” a phrase I first discovered through Cali Williams Yost, a pioneering expert on workplace flexibility. “Fit” is a useful word because it implies customized policies for individual workers. Joan Blades and Nanette Fondas describe a “custom-fit workplace” as one that adapts to a worker’s changing needs over the course of a week, a month, a year, or a chunk of a career. As the term suggests, fitting the demands of work and caregiving together differs day to day, and the only way to do it is to have the flexibility to adapt to continually changing circumstances, like a tightrope walker or a pilot in difficult wind conditions.

Talk alone will not change everything. But talk can change the way we think, which can then change the way we act. If we want to better our world and improve the way we value people and the choices they make, we can start by making our language reflect the change we’d like to see.
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PLANNING YOUR CAREER (EVEN THOUGH IT RARELY WORKS OUT AS PLANNED)

If you want a life in which you can experience the joys and rewards of both a successful career and a loving family, you must plan ahead. As early as possible, you should try to anticipate the times in your future when you’ll want to focus intensively on your job and the ones when you’ll want to focus more on caregiving responsibilities. To the extent you can, tailor your professional choices accordingly.

I’m guessing, however, that if you are not yet married or you’re not focused on having children and your parents and other family members are healthy and strong, you’re probably thinking this advice doesn’t apply to you. Part of being young is secretly believing that you’re invincible—that even though you know many, many other people have struggled with these issues, somehow you will muddle your way through and everything will work out. I certainly hope that’s true in your case; I do indeed know women—at least a few—who have managed to raise families and pursue their careers without ever having to make a major compromise on either side. But as we say in foreign policy, hope is not a strategy; neither is counting on luck. The odds are that a day will come when you will have to confront these issues—either with or without a partner.

You should be prepared. Without even a basic plan, you are much more likely to end up making rash decisions you’ll later regret. What’s more, even with the best plan in the world, you will encounter plenty of obstacles. Whether you are a woman or a man, holding down two full-time jobs, which is what earning an income and taking primary responsibility for caring for others entails, is hard. Don’t give up, but start thinking through different possibilities and planning for them, preferably together with your family, friends, colleagues, and superiors. Remember Dwight Eisenhower’s memorable phrase about the army: “Plans are worthless, but planning is everything.”

THE NEW CAREER SPAN

THE SINGLE MOST IMPORTANT THING to remember if you’re a young man or a young woman planning a career in the United States or most other developed countries is that you have considerably more time ahead of you than your parents did. If you’re an American woman born in 1990 or later, your life expectancy, according to the Social Security Administration, is about 86 years. That means that 10 percent of women will live to nearly 95, and 0.001 percent of women will live to 113. If you are an average American man of the same age, your life expectancy is 82, lower than women but still a decade longer than your grandfather’s. The numbers vary by factors like education and race; due to the epidemic of obesity that is highest among the poorest Americans, in some categories life expectancy is actually, disgracefully, going down. Still, women who are educated and paid enough to be able to plan a career can expect to live much longer than their mothers and grandmothers.

As lives lengthen and women gain more options and control over our lives, caring for others need no longer be our principal occupation, even if we spend substantial chunks of our lives (preferably alongside partners) raising children or tending the needs of aging parents. These periods are phases: intervals of putting others first in a long life of both love and work.

Athletes have long understood that the best way to get into peak condition is to engage in interval training. You go all-out for a period of minutes, then slow down for a certain number of minutes before going at it again. Any StairMaster or stationary bike has an interval program: a baseline of steady activity punctuated by repeated periods of intense effort. Going at 100 percent all the time never gives your body a chance to recover; you have to be strategic about when and how you ramp up and ramp down.

Life, and careers, can be approached the same way.

Rather than picking a single professional ladder to climb as your parents and grandparents did, over the course of a forty- or even fifty-year career you’ll encounter many hierarchies in various different jobs. Depending on your career goals, you’ll want to put in the intense effort to climb at least some of those ladders, to do everything you can to make it to a certain level or even to the top. But between these periods of push, you’ll also be able to plan intervals of less intensive and more flexible work, work that is much more compatible with caregiving.

Even better, if you take charge of your own professional development and think about your career in terms of a series of different jobs and life experiences, you can choose your intervals accordingly. While specific intervals cannot always be planned for, the idea of intervals certainly can.

U.S. demographics are already pushing in this direction. Millennials beginning their careers are treating their first decade out of school differently than their elders did. London Business School professors Lynda Gratton and Andrew Scott predict the rise of a new “explorer phase,” in which “people in their twenties keep their options open and experiment with different roles and skills to better understand what they are good at and what they enjoy.” They’ll take risks that they cannot afford to take later, either physical or entrepreneurial, and invest in building networks and new experiences.

At the other end of life, as baby boomers “retire” from whatever job they’re in, many will be looking at several decades of energy and health ahead of them. The vast majority will also discover that they can ill afford to stop working completely. Some will opt for care intervals—spending the time with their grandchildren that they did not have for their children, often becoming invaluable extra caregivers helping their sons and daughters rise in their own careers. Others will become teachers, volunteer for the Peace Corps, run for office, work in small businesses, distill their wisdom and experience as consultants, gain new credentials, and create new businesses with spouses and friends.

Along the way, as they ease out of their current jobs or arrange deals with employers to continue working on different terms, they will be asking for flexible hours, part-time work, project-based work, and other arrangements that millennials and all workers juggling caregiving responsibilities will be only too happy to support.

THE CAREER PORTFOLIO

IN THIS NEW KIND OF career planning, we have to begin by rethinking what a career is. The first time I heard the term “portfolio career” was from Bridget Kendall, an award-winning British journalist who has been a BBC diplomatic correspondent since 1998. As we talked about different ways to fit work and family together, she mentioned that in Britain the idea of portfolio careers was taking off: making a career by working at a “portfolio” of part-time jobs, all of which together add up to a full-time job and each of which allows you to express a different part of your identity. The huge difference between Britain and the United States, of course, is that health and pension benefits are provided by the government rather than by individual employers. And yet, it is still possible to adapt versions of the idea to American circumstances.

As I thought about it, it occurred to me that I’ve developed a different kind of portfolio career over the years—a sequential one—although without ever thinking of it in those terms. I’m a lawyer, scholar, writer, teacher, public speaker, media commentator, manager, entrepreneur, and foreign policy expert. I have invested in developing different parts of that portfolio over the years in different full-time jobs, sometimes deliberately choosing new challenges in order to learn and add new skills and other times taking on new roles as a function of the circumstances in which I found myself. In either case, I believe that those roles have provided me with both versatility and security, a safety net of possibilities should any one of them not work out.

You can think about a portfolio career in either form—holding multiple part-time jobs at once or looking for a series of full-time jobs—each challenging you in a different way. Having different jobs, hobbies, and passions will give you a portfolio of diverse skills and experiences that will help you learn and advance in all the different stages of your life. Pick a dream job that you would like to hold someday and analyze all the different kinds of abilities and experience it requires: fund-raising, say, or strategy, management experience, profit and loss responsibility, writing ability, or public-speaking experience. Instead of gaining those skills by moving up through a preordained series of rungs on a corporate ladder, think about the many ways you could acquire them by doing different jobs at different times.

Many notable women have blazed this trail, including former Texas Republican senator Kay Bailey Hutchison and current Massachusetts Democratic senator Elizabeth Warren. Hutchison graduated from the University of Texas School of Law in 1967, only to discover that Houston law firms were not hiring women. She became a TV news correspondent, ran for and won a position in the state legislature, and later worked as a lawyer, banker, businesswoman, and mother before entering national politics. Elizabeth Warren had a brief spell as a full-time mom in her early twenties, attended law school as a young mother, did part-time work for a bit after she had her second child, and then became a full-time law professor in her late twenties. After a few government appointments in middle age, she began her first campaign for elected office at age sixty-two.

It’s important to look at the different phases of your life, or at least what you hope your life will be. If you want to have children, you are likely to need more flexibility and control over your working hours at key times in their lives. The same is true if you want to be an important part of your parents’ lives as they age. If you expect to be a single parent, you’re even more likely to need that flexibility and control at various points.

Even if you don’t want kids, and have a longer period of time to devote yourself single-mindedly to your career, you may want to immerse yourself in your community in some way, write a novel, learn a foreign language and live abroad, build a social enterprise, or devote yourself full-time to a hobby you are passionate about. These broader life ambitions are just as important as your career ambitions; it’s up to you to figure out how to combine them.

As you look forward, try also to imagine what it will be like looking back at the end of your life and what it is you will most wish you had done. David Brooks contrasts “résumé virtues” with “eulogy virtues,” noting that while résumés list the “skills that you bring to the job market and that contribute to external success,” the “eulogy virtues are deeper.” They’re “the ones that exist at the core of your being—whether you are kind, brave, honest or faithful; what kind of relationships you formed.” They’re the ones, in the end, that matter most.

DON’T DROP OUT, DEFER

IF YOUR WORKING LIFE REALLY is likely to extend roughly from age twenty-five until seventy-five or even later, with periods of education, caregiving, and—if you are fortunate—life enrichment built in, then it makes sense to take some time when your children are younger and your parents are older to care for them and savor those moments. Planning your career as if you were going to peak in your mid-fifties and then retire by sixty-five is the equivalent of cramming a seven-course meal into the first three or four courses.

If you have any choice at all during these periods, don’t drop out. Defer. Far too many women who have left the workforce planning to come back at some point, confident in their education and professional credentials, find that it’s much more difficult than they expected to get back in. In 2003, Lisa Belkin published “The Opt-Out Revolution” in The New York Times Magazine, interviewing ten Princeton graduates who were all in the same Atlanta book club. Half of those women had quit work entirely to be full-time moms, one worked part-time, one had a business with her husband, two freelanced, and one had a full-time job and no kids.

Ten years later, Judith Warner interviewed a number of women who had made the same choice as Belkin’s subjects to see how they were faring. Almost to a woman, they wanted back into the workforce, although they generally were looking for different kinds of work than the jobs they had left. Roughly a third of these women were able to transition back into paid jobs with relative ease, largely because they kept up their contacts, had the most prestigious educations possible, and volunteered strategically. As Warner puts it, “Fund-raising for a Manhattan private school could be a nice segue back into banking; running bake sales for the suburban swim team tended not to be a career-enhancer.” But many had a hard time finding any work at all and have a much more sober view of their original decision to leave, although none regret the time they have been able to spend with their children. They chose to leave their jobs without realizing that they were also choosing economic and social disempowerment.

So if at all possible, stay in the game. Plan for leaning back as well as leaning in; make deliberate rather than unintended choices. If you’re strategic about it, you can find ways to keep your networks fresh and your skills sharp even as you slow down, move laterally or even backward for a while.

One hard and fast rule will help you plan. I borrow this one from my brother Hoke, an investment banker for twenty-five years who has watched many of his colleagues come and go. Never make a decision about leaving your job when you’re in crisis. Anticipate the crises, the times when you feel like you are both the worst caregiver and the worst professional in the world. Know that they will come, but know also that they are the worst possible time to make a life decision. Build a support network, at work and at home, to help you get through them, and make sure you nurture the relationships in that network. They are not a distraction from work but something that will help you work better and stronger over the long haul.

PHASE THREE

A FEW YEARS AGO, AS I waited in line at a coffee shop near my house, I overheard a snippet of conversation that has stayed with me. A woman who looked to be in her late fifties was saying to a friend that her last child was leaving for college and she was “beginning to think about phase three.” Not retirement, not some part-time volunteering, but the next active phase of her life.

In every job, every profession, some workers will choose to be hares, ready to put in longer hours, take more trips, be available 24/7. And they will be promoted faster and reach various peaks earlier than those of us who choose a different rhythm.

That’s only fair. People who choose to marry their work or who manage, one way or another, never to have to make a trade-off between competition and care—either by having a full-time caregiver at home and accepting the price of rarely seeing their loved ones or through some combination of money, a farsighted choice of jobs, and good fortune—will be able to advance faster to top jobs. Others may be perfectly content to stay in the middle, knowing that they are valued as managers and team players. The point is not to ensure that everyone who competes reaches the finish line at the same time, but to ensure that those who choose a slower path will still have an opportunity to compete on equal terms if they want to, whenever they’re ready.

And why not? If Hillary Clinton wins the presidency, she’ll be a healthy, smart, and experienced sixty-nine when she’s elected. For all the excitement about her potentially being the first woman president, I think it’s equally inspiring that she would be the first grandmother president. She has had many phases in her career, even though it appeared that she had subordinated a successful early career as a children’s rights lawyer to her husband’s political ambitions. She ran for senator after her husband finished his presidency and, equally important, after Chelsea went to college. After losing a presidential campaign, she took on a job she never expected to hold, as secretary of state.

Clinton was following in Madeleine Albright’s and Condoleezza Rice’s footsteps as secretary of state. Albright was named the first woman secretary of state at age fifty-nine; she had already made careers for herself as a professor and a congressional staffer while she was still raising her daughters as a single mother (she and her husband divorced). Since leaving office in 2001, she has become an author, entrepreneur, and businesswoman. Condoleezza Rice has already had multiple careers as well, beginning as a professor, taking a position as a staffer at the National Security Council, becoming a provost at Stanford, then national security advisor and secretary of state, and now principal in her own strategic consulting group, while often being touted as the next NFL commissioner.

Clinton, Rice, and Albright lead very high-profile lives. But any of us could think about sequencing intervals of competition and care much more strategically. If you are married, consider Hanna Rosin’s vision of “seesaw marriages,” where couples take turns being lead caregiver or lead breadwinner. If you have children, plan for the day they leave home. We often talk about empty-nesters as if they are sad mother birds flapping forlornly around the nest, wondering what on earth to do now. I prefer thinking about phase three as a second surge, a time of renewed energy, focus, and commitment to a professional goal.

Who knows? Some of us, and certainly our children, may be thinking about phases four and five.

TOURS OF DUTY

FARSIGHTED EMPLOYERS ARE ALREADY BEGINNING to incorporate the interval training concept, albeit under a different name and without the same focus on the needs of caregivers. In The Alliance: Managing Talent in the Networked Age, co-founder and chairman of LinkedIn Reid Hoffman and his co-authors Ben Casnocha and Chris Yeh describe a new model of employer-employee relations that is sweeping Silicon Valley. The book starts from the premise that the lifetime employment model and the employee loyalty that it generated is dead. Millennial workers understand very well that they will hold many jobs over the course of their careers, leading them to limit their investment in their employers just as their employers have little incentive to invest in them. The Alliance proposes a very different model in which both sides, as the name suggests, ally to advance their mutual interests.

Hoffman, Casnocha, and Yeh discuss how the old model of work broke down in the 1970s and 1980s. The pressure to compete globally created a scenario in which workers were treated as disposable. As they put it, companies insist that “ ‘employees are our most valuable resource.’ But when Wall Street wants spending cuts, their ‘most valuable resource’ suddenly morphs into their ‘most fungible resource.’ ” This attitude bred an understandable distrust among employees.

The way to regain mutual trust is to create a framework in which job contracts aren’t seen as open-ended commitments; they’re seen as tours of duty that have clearly defined goals and finite time spans. After your tour is up, you might go on to another tour within the same company or go to another company entirely. But neither party feels used or abused in this scenario. The employees feel like they are learning new things and they’re not at the mercy of an unfeeling market; the employer feels like its investment is worthwhile.

The authors are careful to note that even though this approach was engineered in the flexible wonderland of Silicon Valley, its main lesson will work in any environment in which “talent really is the most valuable resource, and employees are treated accordingly.” Companies like GE and the global nonprofit Endeavor already use a tour of duty framework. The most distinctive feature of this approach is that it allows jobs to be customized for each person and his or her specific relationship to an organization at a specific time in his or her life. Though lower-level workers with less bargaining power and desired skills still need government protection to make sure that they are not being exploited, the tour of duty notion looks like it is a possible new way forward.

The tour of duty concept fits perfectly with the idea of planning your career in terms of intervals of different intensity: these tours will only work if you can either get back in or ramp back up after a down interval. I see an enormous talent pool of women in their late forties through their late fifties coming out of just such a down interval, ready and waiting to throw themselves into full-time work again as their kids leave the house. Men will increasingly need and want those options as well.

My sister-in-law Laurie is a great example. She was a magna cum laude graduate and thesis prize winner at Princeton who made senior vice president at a major auction house by her early thirties. When she and my brother Hoke had children, one of whom has moderate special needs, they felt that it was critical for one of them to be at home full-time. Given the travel necessary for Hoke’s job and the income it generates, the responsibility fell to her. In the conventional narrative, Laurie “sacrificed her career for her family.” In fact, she’s a woman in her early fifties who has combined an impressive professional track record early in her career with logistical abilities, management skills, and personal resilience, all strengthened by her work as a mother. She’s ready for her next tour of duty.

The military—where the term and concept of tour of duty originates—is itself finding ways to let its members step out and step back in, precisely because they spend an enormous amount of time, effort, and expense in training their employees and thus suffer enormously if they cannot retain them. Beginning in 2009, the U.S. Navy launched a program called the Career Intermission Pilot Program (CIPP) to determine, in navy speak, “if retention in critical skills sets can be enhanced by permitting temporary inactivation from active duty and providing greater flexibility in career paths of service members.” The program provides for a onetime temporary transition from active duty to the reserves for a period of up to three years, with a means for “seamless return to active duty.”

The air force is planning to launch its own CIPP in 2015, hoping that with their program they’ll be able to retain more female airmen. “Some women leave the Air Force because they want to start a family,” air force personnel chief Lt. Gen. Samuel Cox told the Air Force Times. “So why don’t we have a program that allows them, in some cases, to be able to separate from the Air Force for a short period of time, get their family started, and then come back in?” Exactly.

In the civilian sector, McKinsey has a program that allows its consultants to take up to ten weeks per year away from the office between projects. It’s called Take Time, and employees have used it to travel, take care of family, and embrace hobbies. These programs are just a few years old, so it’s hard to know what the long-term effects are going to be. However, McKinsey has reported that in the near term, Take Time has helped with employee retention and recruitment. Take Time participants report that they return to work feeling refreshed and engaged, instead of burnt out and bitter. These are baby steps in terms of the enormous need for greater career customization on the part of millions of American workers, but they are steps in the right direction.

It’s still up to you, however, to start thinking now about what might happen later. A frequent comment from young women I meet goes something like this: “When I read your Atlantic article I thought it was interesting but not really relevant to my life. But I just got married [or ‘we just had our first child’], and suddenly I get it. I’m trying to figure out what to do and it’s a lot harder than I expected.”

I sympathize, believe me. But don’t wait. Assume that if you are expecting to have a family, or if your parents are sick or aging, you will face times when it will be very hard to focus intensely on your work. Start imagining the kinds of trade-offs you may need to plan for. Here are a few hypotheticals to help you anticipate what life likely has in store, compiled from actual situations a wonderful mother I know has faced:


• Your child has a fever of 101 for the third day in a row. The doctor says it will run its course, but daycare won’t take him back until his fever has been below 100 for twenty-four hours. You have used up all your sick time for other childhood illnesses and doctor appointments and have no family in the area to help. Your partner has a major work presentation and can’t stay home either. What do you do?

• The school play this year takes place during school hours and conflicts with a meeting you have been told you are required to attend. Your partner is going to be out of town. If you don’t go, your child will likely be the only kid with no parent there. What do you do?

• You haven’t slept more than one or two hours a night for the past three months due to your colicky newborn. How will you/can you still handle the demands of your job?

• You have to leave at four P.M. to pick up your child from daycare on time. Everyone else in the office works at least till six P.M. and resents you because they feel you are a slacker they have to cover for. You fear you will be let go, or at least never promoted. At best, it is not at all a collegial work environment. You work in an unusual field, and jobs are scarce. What will you do?

• To cover the school summer vacation between kindergarten and first grade, you have enrolled your daughter in a highly regarded summer day camp. However, she is unable to handle such a big transition and is acting out. The camp director has told you she is too disruptive and cannot stay. At this point, all the other quality camps are full and you are not sure she could handle them anyway. What will you do?



HAVE THAT CONVERSATION WITH YOUR PARTNER

AFTER I GAVE A SPEECH to a roomful of eight hundred women and men—mostly women—at a conference hosted by the Women’s Leadership Center in northern Virginia, a young woman asked me about my claim that women who wanted to be at the top of their professions while also having a family would likely need a supportive spouse on the home front in the same way that male leaders do. She asked what to do if she and her boyfriend both wanted high-flying careers. As I began to answer, her boyfriend came over, saying that he certainly wanted to listen as well. I said that they might both be able to reach the top of their chosen professions and have a family, but not at the same time; that they would have to recognize that trade-offs and indeed sacrifices would be likely at various points; and that they should discuss how they would plan to make those choices up front. I could tell it was not a message that either of them particularly wanted to hear, but you can’t run away from it.

In the past far too many couples simply never had that conversation. They put off planning before marriage or having a child, and then, when the time came, as it so often did, that they realized their children—or their aging parents—were going to make it impossible for both of them to travel and work with the intensity their careers demanded, it was already too late. It may be hard for young men and women to believe, but many of the couples even of my generation, coming out of school in the 1980s, pledged themselves to full equality. We were determined to create different gender patterns than the ones we grew up with. But once children arrived, most of us discovered that we had to make choices; the choices we ended up making systematically disadvantaged the women’s careers.

Now it’s your turn. You are a young woman in a relationship. He says he fully supports your career, and he was raised by a working mother, so of course he believes in full equality. What more do you need? (This hypothetical applies equally if you’re a young man in a relationship with another young man or a young woman in a relationship with another woman, although lesbian couples seem to have a somewhat easier time with the division of labor.)

As it turns out, you need to get much more specific—less about the little things than the big ones. In 1970, the feminist writer Alix Kates Shulman wrote a now-famous essay called “The Marriage Agreement,” which stipulated that all household and childcare tasks should be shared between Shulman and her husband equally. It listed all the details of their shared responsibility, down to the most picayune, like brushing their children’s hair. Forty-odd years later, Slate writer and academic Rebecca Onion wrote an essay in 2014 about how she would only consider motherhood if she and her husband made a Shulman-style agreement. But hair brushing is far less of a problem than travel planning.

Start by being as honest as possible with yourself and each other about your deepest career aspirations. If you could wave a magic wand, where would you ideally find yourself in twenty or thirty years? Whom do you wish you could be? How ambitious are you? What will you consider a life well lived? What life goals do you have other than career success?

Then ask yourselves about your family plans. Do you want children? Do you—as is often the case with men—simply assume that you will have them someday? Do you imagine yourselves caring for your parents when they reach that stage of life?

If you see caring for loved ones in your future, particularly for children, and you both aspire to careers that will require you to work largely on someone else’s time and at someone else’s direction, here are some scenarios you should consider along with some questions you should ask each other:


• I come home all excited because my boss has told me that he really thinks I am leadership material and he wants to promote me. In my company, however, the top managers have all had line experience in many different parts of the company across the country and around the world. My next job will certainly require a move. Will you move with me? Even if that means taking a step down or sideways in your career? And when we move, will you be willing to reweave the fabric of our own and our children’s lives in terms of schools, friends, doctors, and activities while I try to get a handle on my new job?

• We both come home all excited because we each see a fabulous promotion on the horizon. Your boss has had a similar conversation with you, but if we move for my new job, you will not be able to work in another branch of the same firm and your boss really hates the idea of your working remotely. Will you defer your promotion so I can take mine?

• If I take a job that requires lots of travel, will you be the available parent for everything from teacher conferences to snow and sick days, not to mention after-school activities requiring parental involvement? Will you be the lone dad among the moms on the school trip? Will you still love and support me when the kids are crying and the house is a mess and I walk out the door to head for the airport?

• Are you comfortable hiring a great deal of outside help to raise our children? If not, are you willing to move to my family’s hometown (or your family’s) so that we have grandparents and siblings nearby to help make it work?

• If one of our children has special needs, or a particularly stormy adolescence, or would be more likely to flourish with more parental attention, will you consider being the parent who downshifts to be at home more? Will you still think I’m a good parent too, even though I am providing more cash than care? Will you believe that we can seesaw up and down over the course of our marriage and that I will support you when your turn comes?

• Can you handle it if I earn more than you do and have a more conventionally successful career? (This is particularly true if it is a woman asking this question of a man, but it is relevant for many gay couples as well, and for women who have never thought about being financially dependent in any way.) Are you secure enough to accept the denigrating remarks that are likely to come your way from other men, but even more frequently from women, in-laws, and even your own parents?



You probably won’t have answers to all of these questions now, but it’s essential to have the conversation to focus both your minds on the real issues and trade-offs that combining career and family are likely to entail. If he says that of course he wants you to have your career, but that he cannot actually imagine deferring his own advancement or even changing jobs so that you can reach for the stars, you may want to think again. At the very least, you will both learn something important about yourselves and each other.

Once again, you can of course point to the tiny handful of couples who have equally high-powered careers and seemingly perfect children, but surely you should also consider the millions of women who started out on an equal track with their mates and then found that something had to give. Or look hard at the domestic arrangements of the women you most admire and see how many have an indispensably supportive mate who is the lead parent and either does or oversees much more than half the housework!

You will want to keep having these discussions at regular intervals down the road. And they are relevant even if you aren’t sure about having children. It’s very hard to anticipate at twenty-five what you will want at thirty-five. Many people also end up having unanticipated caregiving responsibilities for elderly and sick relatives, so it’s worth at least beginning to talk about what that might look like for you. You are very likely to find yourselves both making choices that you did not anticipate at the beginning, but you will be far happier if they are explicit and open choices in which each partner recognizes what the other is gaining and what he or she is giving up. You can also plan together about how you will switch places down the road.

IN THE THICK OF IT…

THIS CHAPTER WAS ABOUT PLANNING your career, which assumes that you are early enough in your working life to be in the planning stage. For those of us who are already in the middle of “the juggle,” the concept of intervals and tours of duty may be lovely, but they have little to do with our daily reality. Moreover, intervals assume a degree of financial stability that many families simply don’t have—taking downtime and working on a freelance or consulting basis, in particular, can mean sharp monthly variations in income.

To take advantage of the talent of the millions of women who are doing their best just to hang on, and to make intervals of competition and care a much more realistic option for everyone, it’s time to talk more about the future of work and insist on sweeping cultural change of the same magnitude as attitudes about smoking or same-sex marriage.

The good news is that change is already under way. You just have to find the right workplace….
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THE PERFECT WORKPLACE

How many articles have you read about the amazing benefits of exercise? Hundreds if not thousands have told us that just walking briskly for thirty minutes a day can regulate our weight, lower our blood pressure, reduce stress, boost our immune systems, and stimulate our brain. As journalists routinely write, if a single pill could do all that we would all take it every morning. But somehow many of us find it hard to take the fairly small steps necessary, no pun intended, to become more active.

That’s the way I feel about businesses that just don’t get it when it comes to the benefits of allowing employees to fit together work and family. Reams of research demonstrate the impact on recruitment, retention, productivity, creativity, and employee morale. Moreover, in an age of continual CEO laments about the war for top talent and of national worries about whether the American workforce is educated enough to be competitive in a digital and global economy, it’s astounding that an enormous pool of highly educated and credentialed women in their forties and fifties remain completely shut out of leadership-track positions because they chose at one point to ramp down in order to make time for care.

So why are we still stuck in this rut? Because, as I have argued throughout this book, drawing on decades of work by legal scholars, economists, and feminists, the majority of Americans are mired in a 1950s mindset when it comes to assumptions about when and how we work, what an ideal worker looks like, and when to expect that ideal worker to peak in his or her career. Men who came up through the old system and succeeded in it simply find it very hard to believe that their businesses could flourish any other way.

Fortunately, help is not only on the way, it’s here. As the head of human resources for a company where I serve on the board recently told us, millennials want to be able to work “anywhere, anytime, anyhow.” The U.S. economy is also evolving in ways that are already changing working conditions for hundreds of thousands of Americans. Further, a growing number of traditional companies are starting to get it and are finding new ways of working that allow their employees much more flexibility and even cash support for parental leave and daycare, and in some cases even eldercare.

These large-scale changes are important. Over time, they will affect how each of us lives and works, but it is hard for us to figure out how to effect them. At the other end of the spectrum are the small changes that each of us can make on a daily basis in terms of how we think, talk, and plan. The workplace offers a middle ground where economic and social forces and individual efforts can meet at a practical level. Workers and managers can decide, separately and together, to create an environment that allows everyone to fit care and career together in ways that benefit both.

THE FUTURE OF WORK

THE LANDSCAPE OF WORK IN the United States is changing as radically as it did in the move from the agricultural to the industrial age. Digital technology pushes the workplace away from centralized offices and toward distributed networks. No one can actually foresee the full scope and scale of these changes, although commentators and prognosticators abound. I will oversimplify a mass of complex processes that are already under way to identify at least some of the biggest changes that I see coming, so you can understand what kind of workplace you want to be in and take charge of your own career trajectory.

The On-Demand Economy

IN THE ON-DEMAND ECONOMY, INDEPENDENT contractors—freelancers—work on demand for whoever needs their services rather than for fixed periods of time for a single employer. They are connected only by a platform that matches them with customers and provides verification, security, and payment systems. This is the world of Uber, Lyft, Airbnb, and TaskRabbit. It will increasingly be the world of just about everything: handyman services, cooking, laundry, shopping, personal training, coding, doctoring, lawyering, bossing, and creating everything from television ads to Ebola suits.

Providing services on demand is connected to the “sharing economy,” which started from the idea that people who have a car they don’t use all day or an extra bedroom in their apartment could make money by sharing that extra capacity with those who want it. Instead of everyone owning one of everything, we can generate income by sharing things that we already have. Other labels for the same phenomenon are “project economy” and “gig economy,” in the sense that you can earn income project by project rather than at fixed times for fixed sums.

The on-demand economy has already come in for plenty of criticism. An Uber driver who is a housewife or student driving to earn extra income whenever he or she has time is one thing. But drivers who are actually trying to make a living often receive below-minimum-wage pay and no benefits—no health or disability insurance, workers’ compensation, unemployment insurance, or retirement plans. That’s what it means to be a contractor rather than an employee. Some job is better than no job, but the inequities are stark. As New York magazine reports, a platform start-up that connects housecleaners to customers ends up employing homeless people to clean the homes of the prosperous. Even as the entrepreneurs succeed in attracting hundreds of millions in investments from Silicon Valley investors, they do not provide the pay and benefits necessary to allow the service providers they profit from to rent a home of their own.

That said, the on-demand economy is bound to continue growing, and it has enormous promise—even now, it at least allows low-income workers to stay home when a child is sick or school is closed and not lose their jobs. To make it work for everyone, however, we’ll have to find ways to make the sharing economy a caring economy, just as workers in the new factories of the Industrial Revolution turned to unions and strikes to claim their fair share of the wealth they were creating. We have to attend to the needs of all platform workers to ensure that they can earn a living wage, have access to good healthcare and education, and provide for their futures.

New forms will emerge, or rather new adaptations of old forms. MIT professor Thomas Malone, who wrote a prescient book called The Future of Work in 2004, predicted that freelancers with a craft or a specific profession would be likely to organize as guilds to exert the power necessary to even the playing field with employers. He used the example of the Screen Actors Guild, now known as SAG-AFTRA, which brings together a wide range of media artists—actors, singers, dancers, broadcast journalists, voiceover artists—who work as independent contractors. SAG members come together on specific creative projects—a play, a movie, a sound recording, a broadcast—and disband again, much as plumbers, electricians, carpenters, roofers, and other small businesses or individuals come together to build a house. The guild itself negotiates and provides health and pension benefits, allowing members to work flexibly on different projects as much as they want or need to.

If we can provide for contractors or freelancers in ways that ensure they can earn a living and provide for their families and their futures, the on-demand economy offers the prospect of far more flexible, self-scheduled work hours. It points to the end of the office as we know it, the place you must go to earn a living. That is exactly what many workers who are trying to fit their work and their caregiving responsibilities together need.

Moving up the income scale, the on-demand economy is likely to be a godsend for professionals who are also caregivers. Lawyers, business executives, bankers, doctors, and many other professional women could continue to advance in their careers or at least stay in the game while being the kind of parents they want to be. Consider Axiom Law and Bliss Lawyers, both of which have a bench of high-quality law firm alumni whom they rent out on a project basis to large companies—doing the same work that law firms do but at a fraction of the cost and a multiple of the flexibility. Topcoder matches freelance computer coders to projects; Eden McCallum provides project-based consulting services; Medicast allows patients to request a doctor through an app, charging a flat fee for a basic visit and paying malpractice insurance for the doctors on their roster. The Business Talent Group, based in Los Angeles, even rents out bosses who use their executive skills to get a specific project done.

If we can provide the right kind of portable social safety net, this deep flexibility will make it far easier for a wide range of platform workers to navigate the phases of life when they need to be caring for family members. But in the meantime, of course, millions of Americans still have day jobs with fixed hours, fixed locations, and bosses who expect fixed amounts of work. How can we change that economy to make room for care?

OpenWork

THOUGH MANY OFFICES ARE STILL stuck in a framework that was established over a century ago, some imaginative and innovative workplaces are making dramatic changes today. These workplaces allow employees to shape their own working environment together with their supervisors. They have opened up spaces for conversations that previously took place in secret or not at all and opened the door to an entire array of possibilities that can improve productivity, community, loyalty, and contentment. All of these changes make room for care. All of them are part of something called OpenWork, a platform and movement that I am proud to be a part of.

OpenWork is both a noun and a verb. It means a kind of work, a way of working, a spirit and set of values that animates a particular workplace. Openworkers are employees who have been able to make change from the bottom up, either collaboratively at their employer’s invitation or more insistently, helping their superiors see and understand the enormous benefits of trust, mutual respect, flexibility, and mutual accountability. Kathleen Christensen, board chair of OpenWork.org, describes it as a place where “we share stories of organizations shattering the poverty of imagination that limits business productivity and societal well-being.”

OpenWork works, for management and workers alike. Ninety-seven percent of openworking companies see increased productivity; 88 percent of employees report greater job satisfaction; and 45 percent have reduced rates of stress and burnout. To see how the elements of OpenWork have been put into practice, the website offers a wide range of examples. These are real places that have made real changes.

At the financial arm of General Motors, for instance, the company wanted to increase engagement and decrease stress at their call centers:


[GM Financial] handed over the scheduling to employees to figure out the best way to work. They ended up allowing employees to make their own assignments and schedules. They came together and came up with a plan [under which] they could show up within 3 hours of their start time—or compress their hours during the summer—as long as they were working the equivalent of an 8-hour shift every day. It’s resulted in significant reported decrease in stress and a 90 percent reduction of tardiness. People can have their home lives, and get stuck in traffic without panicking. It’s really reduced attrition rates. They’re now below industry average at just 6.2 percent.



Another company that exemplifies OpenWork principles is a multiservice tax firm from Dallas, Texas, called Ryan, LLC. They lost a number of star employees to burnout in 2008 and, in response, created a program called myRyan, which “enables employees to work wherever they want and whenever they want, as long as their work responsibilities are met.” They can monitor their own progress through an online dashboard, but they monitor performance, measured with a score, instead of hours worked. The goal is to maintain a high score, not to work a certain number of billable hours.

Accounting firms, both big and small, have been particularly innovative—perhaps because women have often been the bookkeepers in family businesses and accounting has long featured more women than law or finance. It’s a particular plus that at least some of the partners in the Big Four global accounting firms—KPMG, PricewaterhouseCoopers, EY, and Deloitte—were promoted from part-time positions. In 2013, for instance, Ernst & Young (as it was then named) promoted more than two hundred employees “to executive levels while on formal flexible work arrangements.” Deloitte has a program of “mass career customization” for all employees, based on a book of that name coauthored by Deloitte vice chairman Cathleen Benko and Anne Cicero Weisberg. It allows each business unit to come up with a set of options for its employees that would allow them to either ramp up or dial down their careers as necessary. Sharon Allen, who was chairman of Deloitte from 2003 to 2011, said of the system, “Over the course of a long career, almost everybody has a need to adjust what they’re doing—the pace, the location, whatever that might be.”

Beyond accounting, consider 1-800 CONTACTS, a direct-to-consumer retail business with more than nine hundred employees in Utah. It has an ingenious attendance system that is modeled on airline frequent-flier programs. Employees can earn points for “positive attendance behaviors” (like coming to work on time) and then redeem those points for up to one hundred unpaid days off a year and more than thirty paid days. Like an airline system, employees can use fewer points on each redemption if they provide more advance notice. They can also trade, release, or pick up shifts from home or even from their smartphones.

In still other sectors, Delta Air Lines has created a host of flexible options to allow employees to manage their time better and fit together their professional responsibilities with their family lives. Southern California Gas Company has a program called the SmartWork initiative, which offers flexible work hours, telecommuting, and extended-leave options. Other options include collaborative software to help employees work from home. According to Joan Blades and Nanette Fondas, American Express employees who work virtually “produce 43 percent more business than their office counterparts. IBM saves $700 million in real estate costs by allowing 25 percent of its employees worldwide to work from home.”

On the more creative side, the software startup Evernote is executing its own version of a supremely flexible work environment. Evernote gives its employees unlimited vacation days. In fact, they don’t bother tracking days off at all. One Evernote employee, who had recently returned from a three-week Mount Everest trip of a lifetime, told Businessweek in 2012, “It’s a trust-based system….It treats people as if they can run their own schedule.”

Ironically, the larger challenge can be to get employees to take advantage of the vacation offered. When the Evernote unlimited-vacation benefit was first instituted, some people took less vacation than they had before, because they wanted to impress their bosses. So the Evernote CEO began writing thousand-dollar checks to anyone taking a weeklong vacation, so long as she had the ticket stubs to prove it and she shared stories about her travels with colleagues. “Our employees are better after they have traveled,” the CEO said to Businessweek. “They are more productive; they are more useful to the company.”

I had a similar experience at New America. When I took over, many employees had large accrued balances of vacation and personal days that they had not taken but planned to cash out when they left. In fairness, many of the younger people had been working around the clock on important projects that needed to get done, in a culture where they did not feel that they could take a vacation and still deliver what was being asked of them. I believe so strongly in the value of time off, however, that we instituted six weeks of paid time off to be used however and whenever an employee wants, subject to one caveat: you can only roll over two weeks every year. If you don’t use the rest, you lose it. I got a lot of pushback from many employees who resented the paternalism. But I am looking after not just their health and well-being but also the health, well-being, and productivity of New America as an organization.

Some new companies have done away with the office altogether. Automattic, the tech company that created the blogging platform WordPress, is a “completely distributed” company. That means that every single one of its two-hundred-plus employees works from home, though they do have a physical headquarters in San Francisco so the company can get mail. Automattic employees work in 170 different cities, and they are given a monthly $250 outlay to invest in a co-working space if they’d like, in addition to a onetime $3,000 home office stipend when they join the company.

CEO Matt Mullenweg says that he is able to get the best work out of the best employees when they work from where they want to be. In an interview with the tech website Mashable, Mullenweg argued that, in an office, if people are dressed for work, show up on time, and look busy, “you assume [they] are working….At home, all you have is your output—did you commit the code, did you write the post, did you make the proposal? There’s no theater of physical proximity.”

It may seem that this kind of flexibility is limited to digital age companies that create virtual rather than physical products. But a desire to reduce overhead and increase efficiency can arise in any business. After I gave a speech in my hometown of Charlottesville, Virginia, a woman came up to tell me that she too had a completely distributed flexible workplace, that her boss had created a network whereby the office employees could all work from home. Her business? A construction company!

These attitudes and the resulting flexibility in the tech startup sector are one major reason that Wall Street financial firms are beginning to lose the competition for top recruits. In the fall of 2013 The Wall Street Journal reported that firms like Goldman Sachs and Barclays were responding by reducing weekend hours for their junior staffers. On the other hand, Morgan Stanley’s chief executive, James P. Gorman, was honest enough to say what every investment banker I know was likely thinking: “I’m not sure that’s the right answer because I’m not sure how you stop work if there’s a deal on.”

The answer is that you don’t. Clients expect round-the-clock service when a deal is being done. But it is possible to come up with much more creative solutions, like letting employees take short days and days off equivalent to the amount of time they were completely immersed in a particular deal. Or create regular leaves and sabbaticals. Academics are used to working very intensively for three to four months at a time during the semester and then switching rhythms to a much more sustainable pace during breaks and summers. If even the most intense workplaces made it more possible for employees to adjust their own rhythms, individual bonuses might go down, but the quality of life and employee retention would go up.

TAKING CHARGE

YOU MAY BE THINKING THAT the only way to find yourself in an open workplace is to quit your job and move to one, that your boss or your company is never going to be willing to make the kind of changes that would allow you to fit your family and career together. Not so. The whole point of OpenWork is to have honest conversations that will lead to change. You can initiate those conversations and make changes yourself that will have a tremendous impact.

Train Your Boss

ONE GOOD APPROACH FOR EMPLOYEES is to “manage up.” Many of the wonderful people who have worked for me over the years have learned how to filter my requests and prioritize the tasks that are most important, knowing that my reach sometimes exceeds my grasp. The very best people who’ve worked for me have also learned how to remind me, gently, that they are human. If I give them more than they can do, or should reasonably try to do within a limited time period, they look up and say, “If I can’t get to everything, what is most important?”

I’m actually very grateful when they do that, because it forces me to think through what is most important. Equally valuable, these employees no longer risk spending their time working on something that was a lower priority and not getting to something I was expecting and needed more urgently.

Of course, they could stay up all night for a week and try to get everything done. But then they would be less sharp and less productive, and they likely wouldn’t last in the job for very long. I’m not saying that all-nighters aren’t necessary from time to time; as I have made clear, I’ve pulled plenty. Real crises do come up, and it’s important to signal that you can be counted on in a crunch. Some of us also procrastinate until the adrenaline kicks in with a sufficient rush to allow us to get a huge amount done in a short period. But working continually in crisis mode takes a tremendous toll over time. It’s perfectly fine to set limits and make clear that while you will get the important stuff done and will go the extra mile when necessary, you are not prepared to sacrifice other important things in your life to someone’s fifth or sixth priority.

You may also be helping your boss become a healthier and more productive person himself. When my current assistant, Hana Passen, began working for me in the fall of 2012, I was amazed when she left the office at six o’clock even if I was still there. She had just graduated from college and she and I were getting to know each other; I would go through a long list of things to do and she would take it down but then start to pack up to go—to either rugby practice or other activities that she had scheduled after work.

At first, I found myself thinking, I would never have left before my boss. Quite the contrary, I would stay as late as he did and generally much later. But over the first few months we worked together, I discovered that Hana was almost always available if I needed her and got prodigious amounts done. After a while, I started wondering what was wrong with my time management that I was still there after she had left!

Have the Conversation with Your Boss

ONE OF MY FORMER STUDENTS at the Woodrow Wilson School, Fatema Sumar, worked for then-senator, now–secretary of state John Kerry on the staff of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. When she returned from maternity leave after having her second child, she proposed to her staff director that she be able to work from home on Fridays in order to fit her new caregiving responsibilities together with her continuing professional responsibilities. Critically, she also said she thought she could produce better results for the committee this way. He agreed on a limited trial basis and quickly found that she became one of the most productive members of the office. This arrangement lasted even after she had her third child, and it allowed others to make more flexible choices about when and where they worked as well.

Fatema found the courage to have a direct conversation with her boss about what she needed. You should have this conversation too—after all, you can’t really expect your manager to know what you want if you don’t ask for it. But there are more and less successful ways of asking. Here are some pointers to make it easier.

Do your research. Check your employee handbook to see what the company’s policies are on flexibility. If the company advertises the possibility of flexible arrangements, then your pitch should be less about whether you can take advantage of them than about how to ensure that you stay on track for promotion—even if on a slower track—if you do. Presume that the company’s values are in the right place, but tackle flexibility stigma head-on.

Have a plan. Whether you’re making a proposal in line with existing company policy or proposing a customized arrangement, make sure you have a specific plan in mind that will make it possible for you to fit the different pieces of your life together. It might be working a four-day week, telecommuting on Mondays or Fridays, leaving work at 5:45 every day so that you can pick your kids up from daycare and come back online after they’re asleep, or whatever other arrangements will reduce your stress and increase your productivity.

Make an appointment. Don’t just spring your suggestion on your boss at the office coffee machine. Signal that you and your partner have been talking about how to best maintain your commitments to your careers while making time for caregiving.

Highlight the benefits to your company. Be sure that when you map out your plan, you make it clear to your boss how this new arrangement will benefit the company as well. Explain how you think you’ll be more productive. Working from home can allow you, for instance, to focus on bigger projects that require concentrated thinking for hours at a time, which can be very difficult to do in the office. If your boss is hesitant, suggest a trial period—career experts recommend three months—after which, if it’s not working out, you can reassess. And be sure to agree on metrics for evaluating the results of the experiment.

If at first you don’t succeed…Asking doesn’t guarantee receiving, of course. But even if your boss says no, you don’t have to let the issue drop. In a Woman’s Day article about requesting flextime, Sara Sutton Fell, the CEO of FlexJobs, suggests that if you’ve been turned down, bring the issue back up at an annual review. She even offers a potential script: “I know we discussed this a while ago, and it’s still on my radar. I see it as a benefit not just for me personally, but for business,” and follow it up with an explanation about what you’re bringing to the table as an employee.

I’ll be frank. When employees at the Woodrow Wilson School asked for more flexible schedules when I was a dean, I was willing but backed down in the face of staunch opposition from existing supervisors. The argument was always the same: “If we do it for this person we will have to do it for everyone and we won’t be able to maintain any kind of control or discipline.” Or else resentment that the person in question would be getting special treatment.

At New America the question has been more one of linking teleworking to agreed standards of performance and of navigating the tensions between one set of standards for administrative staff and another for the program staff who work on policy analysis and research. In both cases, as in the State Department, the issue has been how to make the transition from an old system to a new one. I come from an academic culture where I am used to getting lots of work done in many different places—where my office was a place I went to mainly for meetings. But for people who come from more traditional office cultures, home or a café or even a library is a place you go when you are not working. This transition may need to be made gradually, one experiment at a time, with clear measures of success or failure.

One final note. It’s important to remember that your boss isn’t necessarily your adversary; you may be pleasantly surprised at how he or she reacts to situations in which you have to adapt your work to fit your family. One week in the State Department, Deputy Secretary of State Jim Steinberg repeatedly missed or came late for Secretary Clinton’s 8:45 meeting. On the fourth day, she raised an eyebrow at his assistant. But the minute his assistant explained that Jim’s wife was traveling (she also worked for the government) and he was taking their daughters to school, Clinton’s potential irritation turned to respect and support for his willingness to be an equal parent.

In general, your boss wants you to be the best employee you can be, and that means making you a happy employee. British economists have even found that happy workers are about 12 percent more productive (something you might want to mention casually to your boss!). It’s going to take some time to revolutionize the workplace, but every step an individual employee takes sets a precedent; the women and men following in your footsteps will thank you.

If You Are Caught Up on Your Email, Your Priorities Are Wrong

EVEN IF YOUR WORKPLACE GIVES you maximum control over when, where, and how you do your work, it’s still up to you to put your family first. Over a decade ago, I formulated what has been my work mantra ever since: “If you are caught up on your email, your priorities are in the wrong place.” I realized that I could spend another hour at the office every night knocking down the daily pile of email—at least a third of which was unnecessary to anyone and all of which would quickly pile up again no matter what I did—or I could go home and read to my sons before bed. When I thought about what really mattered, the answer was obvious.

No one at a memorial service will ever remember if you answered all your email. Quite the contrary. When I worked in the State Department I noted an inverse relationship between how high up people were and how much email they actually answered—they simply had more important work on their plates. Cheryl Mills, Hillary Clinton’s chief of staff, read all her email but did not respond unless a response was absolutely necessary, and then she had it down to one letter—“k” instead of “okay.”

Email is just the most obvious manifestation of a much bigger issue: the 24/7 work culture and its associated feelings of responsibility and guilt. Many of us try so hard to respond to an ever-increasing set of demands from an ever-growing number of people who can now reach us at all hours. The key is to stop long enough to think through what your real priorities are. What’s really most important to you? If you don’t set your own priorities and draw the boundaries that will help you achieve them, no one else will do it for you.

IF FAMILY COMES FIRST…

IF CEOS, SUPERVISORS, AND MANAGERS want to avoid missing out on the next great wave of productivity increases and morale improvements, they too need to adopt policies that provide true flexibility. It might seem daunting, but all it takes is understanding, vision, and a little bit of nerve.

When I took my first big management job as dean of the Woodrow Wilson School in 2002, our sons were five and three. If one of them had a problem—from falling sick at school or daycare to a more sustained learning issue that might require diagnosis and outside assistance—that family matter came first.

The situation I’ve just described probably confirms many managers’ worst fears about hiring a mother. But since I had no doubt about my own commitment to my work and my ability to focus, reason, and lead while I was a mother, and since I was the boss, I rejected the stereotype. After some trial and error, I found that if I attended to the family issue first, subject of course to meeting important obligations that could not be postponed or delegated, then I would be far more focused, productive, and determined when I turned back to my work.

Once, during a daylong meeting I had with the Woodrow Wilson School’s advisory board, I told the board members that my associate dean would take over from eleven to noon while I went down the road to attend a teacher’s conference. It would’ve been better, of course, to schedule the teacher’s conference on a different day, but for whatever reason that was not possible and it was important that I be there. The world did not come to an end; my associate dean was perfectly capable of taking over; and although some of my board members may have been bemused, others recognized that missing one hour out of eight with them mattered far less than missing a crucial hour with my child’s teacher.

Over time, I developed a slogan: “If family comes first, work does not come second. Life comes together.” This slogan applied equally to me, my colleagues, and my employees. If anyone working for me had a family issue—with a child, a parent, a spouse, a grandparent, aunt, uncle, niece, nephew, or cousin—she should attend to it. We, her managers and co-workers, would cover for her and support her in any way we could. In return, we expected her to take responsibility for meeting her professional obligations, for making up any work she could not delegate, and for ensuring that important issues or assignments did not fall through the cracks.

I have applied this philosophy at the Woodrow Wilson School, at the State Department, where I managed some thirty-five people in the Office of Policy Planning, and now at New America. Indeed, within my first year at New America, on the eve of a trip to Chicago to meet with the head of a foundation that funds our work, the director of one of our programs wrote to me to say that his wife had been covering for him with their children for the past two weeks but she now had an important case and he simply had to step up.

I could have told him that this was an important trip (it was) and that he could not simply bow out on such short notice. It would have been completely within my rights as president of the organization going to meet a funder. But as a working spouse myself, I knew exactly the kind of interspousal negotiation he was going through and thought better of him as a husband and father that he was doing his fair share. His presence at my side was a nice-to-have rather than a need-to-have; the trip went off fine without him. For him, however, the entire incident affirmed his commitment to New America as an organization that lives its values and allows him to be both a family man and a working man. He is a very valuable member of our team, and I now know I can breathe a bit easier the next time a headhunter calls.

I certainly cannot claim to be a perfect manager; management is a process of continual learning and course correction. But I’ve witnessed firsthand that when I create the space for all the people who work for me, regardless of rank, to put their families first, their work never comes second. They put the two together in a way that both get done. Responsible people do not limit their obligations to the workplace. Indeed, I would not hire a job candidate who told me that his work would always come before his family. I would question his character.

Focus on Results

THE MOST EXTREME FORM OF flexibility that I have come across is the results-only work environment, or ROWE, an approach pioneered by Cali Ressler and Jody Thompson, authors of Why Work Sucks and How to Fix It: The Results-Only Revolution. As they describe it, ROWE means “people can do whatever they want, whenever they want, as long as the work gets done.” That means no set hours at all. The only thing that matters is that your work is getting done, and getting done well.

ROWE is harder than it looks, and, inevitably, has some unintended consequences and problems of its own. To begin with, some employees have jobs that require them to be physically present at designated times, and even when work can be done effectively at home, lots of empty offices, particularly those of managers, can erode morale. Worse still, a two-tier class system can quickly develop whereby lower-level employees resent having to be present to do their jobs when higher-level staff can stay home.

ROWE has also had mixed reviews in large companies. It was famously adopted by Best Buy but was stopped later by new CEO Hubert Joly, who thought the approach was too one-size-fits-all. In an op-ed in the Minneapolis Star Tribune he wrote, “This program was based on the premise that the right leadership style is always delegation [to the employee]. Anyone who has led a team knows that delegation is not always the most effective leadership style.” On the other hand, the Gap adopted ROWE and has claimed remarkable early success with the program.

Regardless of whether ROWE works as a formal, detailed program to be implemented, I find that the ROWE mindset has a positive impact on how managers manage. Ressler and Thompson insist that supervisors be clear about their expectations for employees as well as how results will be measured. Overseeing who comes in on time (or better yet, early) and leaves on time (or better yet, late) is much easier than thinking hard about how to set goals that can be met precisely. That process, in turn, requires setting clear priorities and communicating those priorities to your team, with measurable benchmarks and deadlines against them.

Sabrina Parsons, the CEO of Palo Alto Software, has applied these principles to her workplace with great results. Although the firm did not officially roll out ROWE, it uses similar principles. All of Parsons’s employees have flexible schedules. “We very much focus on results and setting real tangible goals and objectives for every job and every employee,” she says. If you work for her, you’re “judged on what you do, not how many hours you’re at the office. We think people do better work and more innovative work if they come in fresh every morning.”

Parsons is a mother of three boys, ages ten, eight, and five. She has taken her focus on results a step further, transforming the workplace itself. When her children were infants, she brought them into the office, and she has allowed employees to do the same. Though Palo Alto employees get three months of maternity leave, a handful of employees have wanted to come back earlier, and they are allowed to bring their infants with them. “We’ve given them a place for the baby to be,” Parsons explains. It’s primarily a place of work, so if an employee had a colicky or special needs infant, Parsons says she would work out some other arrangement, whether it was working from home or something else. But otherwise, as long as employees can get their work done, why is an infant snoozing away a problem? Parsons’s commitment to these principles has paid off: her company has grown from twenty-eight to sixty employees in the past three years and their revenue has increased 40 to 50 percent each year.

Thinking and working this way requires an even deeper mind shift about how we get good results in the first place. It’s a strange analogy, but I always think of my rice cooker. Traditional rice cookers operate on clear input and output principles—one cup rice, two cups water, thirty-five minutes’ cooking. But mine determines the cooking time based on the quality of the rice, the weather, and any other factor that might affect the outcome.

It sounds odd, and requires additional calculation on the part of the machine, so the cooking time always varies. But the result is so much better! So too is the work that is done when we determine assignments and time based on the quality of the work we need done and the individual characteristics of the people who are going to do that work.

Invest in Caregivers

THE FINAL STEP TOWARD CREATING a workplace in which all employees can be their best and most productive selves requires managers and executives to see caregiving itself as an asset. Radical as it may seem, it’s time for CEOs, supervisors, and team leaders to assume that the experience of caring for children, aging parents, or any loved one will give your employees experience and insights that will help them on the job. To begin with, they will be extremely efficient; working caregivers do not have time to waste. And remember, from chapter 5, all the attributes that care helps develop: knowledge, patience, adaptability to different rhythms, honesty, courage, trust, humility, and hope.

Believing that care is just as valuable and formative an experience as competition means making paternity leave mandatory, or at least the default option, so that new fathers would have to opt out of taking it rather than opting in. It also means welcoming whatever arrangements allow workers who are also caregivers not only to stay on the job, but also to stay on a leadership track, even though their rise will likely be slower and more irregular than workers who are not caregivers.

Even more important, managers must recognize the enormous talent pool of women in their late forties and fifties who have taken time out for caregiving.

The McKinsey Global Institute predicts that by 2020 the world will face a “skills gap” of nearly 40 million people, meaning that employers will need that many workers with a college degree or higher than the global labor force can supply. In their words, “Businesses operating in this skills-scarce world must know how to find talent pools with the skills they need and to build strategies for hiring, retaining, and training the workers who will give them competitive advantage.” Part of the answer is right in front of them. All those women currently missing from the ranks of top management—the ones who keep disappearing between entry level and the C-suite—are actually still there. You just have to have eyes to see them and the foresight and wisdom to give them a real chance and hire them again.

So take some risks and invest in caregivers. Even more broadly, invest in care itself: in the many ways that our caring sides and our competitive sides can come together brilliantly and productively. Take your cue from Bill Gates, who amassed one of the world’s biggest fortunes before being influenced by his wife, Melinda, to give most of it away. One of the key moments for me in writing this book was reading a speech that he gave at the World Economic Forum in 2008, where he identified self-interest and caring for others as the twin forces of human nature. He sees those same forces as the drivers of what he calls “creative capitalism,” the harnessing of market forces to lift billions of people out of poverty. Figure out how to mesh competition and care in your own business, and create the perfect workplace of your own.
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CITIZENS WHO CARE

We Americans love self-help. The New York Times devotes an entire separate bestseller list to self-help books. Manuals that tell us to lean in or stand up or climb over others as a way to enhance our personalities, overcome our flaws, and assure our progress speak to a national religion of self-improvement. After all, if it’s only up to us, then change is within our control. It doesn’t depend on organizing or mobilizing others within a political system that many of us see as dysfunctional.

Don’t get me wrong. I’ve bought as many of those books as anyone else has—from how to lose weight to how to find inner peace. But when we’re talking about the kinds of changes I am calling for, the only way each of our lives is going to get better is if we work together. We can’t do it on our own; we have to exercise our collective political power to change the system. We’ve done it before, and we can do it again now.

I’m trained as a lawyer and a policy expert; I know as well as anyone that “policy” is just another word for a set of guidelines as to what we should do in a particular situation—e.g., “Honesty is the best policy.” Public policy means the principles we decide as citizens that we want to live by, principles that our elected representatives translate into regulations and laws. It’s the crystallization of what we can do if we come together and decide how we want our tax dollars to be spent. We can renew America, in line with the best of our history and ourselves, as a country that values work and family equally and enables its citizens to live full and happy lives.

BUILDING AN INFRASTRUCTURE OF CARE

BUSINESSES CANNOT COMPETE AND CREATE value for themselves and society as a whole without roads, bridges, tunnels, ports and airports, railroad tracks, electricity, water, waste disposal, and, today, high-speed broadband. That is what “infrastructure” means: the skeleton of a functioning economy that everyone needs but individual citizens either cannot or will not provide on their own. The infrastructure of travel and transport—either through physical or virtual space—is the infrastructure of economic competition. We need an equal infrastructure of care: a set of arrangements and institutions that allows citizens to flourish not only in the pursuit of their individual goals but also in their relationships to one another.

We used to have an infrastructure of care: it was called women at home. But with almost 60 percent of those women in the workforce, that infrastructure has crumbled and it’s not coming back. We need to build a new infrastructure of care for the twenty-first century, one that meets the demands of our society and our economy. Writing about the “elder boom” and its enormous impact on the growing need for care in the United States, Ai-jen Poo makes the point that although “an infrastructure for care may seem different than an infrastructure for railroads, highways, electricity or the Internet…care always comes first.” If you can’t “feed, bathe, or clothe yourself,” none of the rest of it matters.

Poo talks about the “Care Grid,” just like the energy grid. I like the image. Just as we draw on different types of energy delivered through a variety of different grids, we will need many different approaches to providing and supporting care. Here are some of the possible elements of such an infrastructure, drawing on the policies of the United States and other countries:


• High-quality and affordable childcare and eldercare

• Paid family and medical leave for women and men

• A right to request part-time or flexible work

• Investment in early education comparable to our investment in elementary and secondary education

• Comprehensive job protection for pregnant workers

• Higher wages and training for paid caregivers

• Community support structures to allow elders to live at home longer

• Legal protections against discrimination for part-time workers and flexible workers

• Better enforcement of existing laws against age discrimination

• Financial and social support for single parents

• Reform of elementary and secondary school schedules to meet the needs of a digital rather than an agricultural economy and to take advantage of what we now know about how children learn



The specifics of policy proposals on each of these issues differ from state to state and often by party affiliation and political philosophy; a comprehensive catalogue is thus impossible. But for those of you who want to know more, you can find plenty of additional information in the endnotes of this book, including links to organizations where you can get directly involved and campaigns that you can support.

A major argument in favor of building a universal infrastructure of care by mandating things like paid leave and job protection for pregnant and even part-time workers is that it levels the playing field for those businesses that are trying to do the right thing. Putting these policies into place in an individual business, rather than achieving the same results through a tax-financed insurance program, can be expensive. In an economy of tight margins and litigious shareholders, taking on those expenses may cede a crucial advantage to the competition. A short-term advantage, to be sure, as firms determined to do right by their employees find themselves rewarded with higher engagement, productivity, and retention rates. But still, enough of an edge that we can’t rely on corporations to make the necessary changes themselves, business by business. We need the kind of political change that establishes a new floor and a new set of standards to aspire to.

THE POLITICS OF CARE

OKAY. YOU KNOW I’M A Democrat. So if you are a Republican you may well be thinking that I’m in left-wing la-la land. But the politics of care are not so predictable. Consider Megyn Kelly, a Fox News anchor and working mother, who strongly agrees on the need for paid maternity leave. In a live segment on her Fox show, she reminded Mike Gallagher, a conservative talk show host who had called her three-month maternity leave “a racket,” that the United States is one of only four countries in the world that does not require paid maternity leave, adding, for good measure, that his reaction was “moronic.” “We’re populating the human race,” she said. “It’s not a vacation. It’s hard, important work.”

Strengthening American families and supporting caring communities garners support across the political spectrum. On the left, President Obama put forward proposals to expand access to affordable, high-quality childcare in his 2015 budget. Right now, only 10 percent of children receive what’s known as “high-quality care.” Childcare workers make a median annual salary of less than twenty thousand dollars a year, yet families with two children in center-based care pay more money for childcare than they do for rent in all fifty states. Obama also called for more states to expand paid sick and family leave.

On the right, one of the few states that currently offers paid family leave (workers pay the cost out of a small increase in their payroll tax) is New Jersey, under Republican governor Chris Christie. Republican senators have sponsored a law that would allow employers to offer employees paid leave hours instead of overtime pay; some polls show that a majority of Republican women voters support paid family leave. Republican senator Kelly Ayotte co-chairs a bipartisan caucus across both the Senate and the House devoted to assisting family caregivers. She follows in the footsteps of Senator Kay Bailey Hutchison, who successfully sponsored legislation to allow homemakers to contribute to retirement accounts the same way that salaried workers can.

We Americans differ, as always, on ways and means. The specific disagreement around care is not as much about whether we should be devoting resources to caring as it is about who, in fact, should be doing the caring. Conservatives prefer family, church, and community. Liberals worry that those approaches let far too many Americans fall through the cracks, that they reinforce inequalities for those who are often most vulnerable and in need, with no family, church, or community to turn to.

My feeling is that our problems in this arena are so severe that we need to be trying both at the same time, recognizing a role for government and business, church and state, states and the federal government (and municipalities too). Moreover, why not encourage a little competition over care? Left and right should challenge each other to see whether market solutions or government solutions for the care crisis work better. Different states can adopt different solutions; we can develop common metrics to see where children, seniors, and others needing care are better off. Different cities can do the same. Whatever works best.

At the federal level, Congress should be able to pass a variety of measures that will allow states and workplaces to develop competing approaches. To get there, however, we will need compromise—recognition of the validity of multiple points of view and at least the possibility that a plan other than the one you favor just might work better. To get that compromise, in turn, we need more members of Congress with direct experience of caregiving.

Indeed, given the wide-ranging support from everyday Americans of both parties for more government help for caregivers, it often seems as if our legislators are the only ones who aren’t getting the message. There’s a simple reason for that: we are electing too many men. When I write that sentence, you may well read it as a sexist, essentialist claim about how men care about national defense and the state of the stock market and women care about families and a social safety net. It’s never comfortable when reality confirms stereotypes, but at least for the moment, strong empirical evidence documents that it’s the women in Congress who are pushing for affordable daycare and paid leave. What is new is that we now have reason to believe that reaching a critical mass of women in any group that operates by majority rule, including a legislature, may well cause men to behave differently.

Vote for More Women

AMERICA’S REVOLUTIONARY RALLYING CRY WAS “no taxation without representation.” We still haven’t really achieved that goal. Men can represent women, of course, just as women can represent men, African Americans can represent European Americans, and older Americans can represent younger Americans. Still, the radical under-representation of women in our legislative bodies has dramatic implications.

If asked why we should vote for more women, most voters would be likely to think about the distinctive qualities they associate with women over men. In The Athena Doctrine, John Gerzema and Michael D’Antonio surveyed 64,000 women and men in thirteen countries about what is most important to “leadership, success, morality, and happiness today.” In all thirteen countries, people of both genders picked stereotypically feminine traits—like collaboration, sharing credit, and patience—as the ones that will solve today’s global challenges. The majority also admitted to being worn out by a “world dominated by codes of what they saw as traditionally masculine thinking and behavior: codes of control, competition, aggression and black-and-white thinking.” Amazingly, to me at least, two-thirds of respondents believed the world would be a better place if “men thought more like women.”

At first glance, these assertions seem just as sexist as claims that the world would be a better place if women thought like men. They are riddled with stereotypes that ultimately do not benefit either sex. On the other hand, after conducting multiple experiments, political scientists Tali Mendelberg and Christopher Karpowitz find that women in politics do in fact tend to pay more attention to caregiving issues and to the disadvantaged in general. But the numbers of women in legislative bodies don’t matter on their own, in terms of actually passing laws that move the needle on these issues. As Mendelberg and Karpowitz write in their 2014 book The Silent Sex, summarizing their findings, “Women’s percentage in deliberating bodies matters little—in itself.”

What matters is whether women speak up. If they sit in town hall meetings, policy planning sessions, and general discussions and no one hears their views, nothing will change. Here numbers do matter, but only insofar as the number of women reaches a sufficient critical mass that women are actually prepared to say what they think. Once they do, all sorts of things change.

Mendelberg and Karpowitz conducted an experiment. Participants, both men and women, were separated into groups and told they would be doing tasks to earn money. They would then be deciding, as a group, how much of that money to redistribute to the members of the group who had the least. The observers recorded the results and also kept track of the participants’ speech: how often speakers mentioned issues of caregiving versus economic issues and how often women spoke.

The results were surprising even to the researchers. First, Mendelberg and Karpowitz found that all-women groups were much more generous than all-male groups—the guaranteed income of all group members was higher by about seven thousand dollars for all-female groups. Indeed, “groups chose a more generous safety net under majority rule as the number of women rose.” Unsurprisingly to any woman, they also found that women speak less when they are in the minority.

Most striking, however, Mendelberg and Karpowitz discovered that at least in some circumstances, when women are the majority in the group, men speak more about caregiving issues. In groups with one man and four women, 62 percent of the men raised the topic of children, compared with just 19 percent of men in groups of four men and one woman. Of course, an experimental lab setting isn’t the same as the floor of Congress. Still, these findings underline the point that when women’s voices are not heard, the issues women care about are not considered relevant or essential. They are considered separate women’s issues instead of everybody issues.

When women’s voices are heard, as Mendelberg and Karpowitz put it, they are doing “more than naming a problem; they are including marginalized or disadvantaged groups in the conception of ‘us.’ ” In other words, women actually represent a broader spectrum of citizens than men do. Equally important, “when women have greater standing, men share the floor more equally, adopt the language of care for children more often, endorse more generous safety net support for the poor, are less likely to interrupt women in hostile ways, and provide more positive forms of support and encouragement to female speakers.”

The implications for American politics—and indeed politics all over the world—are stunning. If we can elect enough women—women who will of course have different personalities and political views themselves—we will stand a far better chance of representing who we really are as a nation. By adding enough women to the mix, we will not only add female voices and perspectives, we will make it possible for the men we elect to be their true selves, to speak and vote as fathers, sons, husbands, and brothers as well as warriors, competitors, winners. They will not always agree with each other, of course, just as the women we elect will not. That disagreement is what democracy is about. But they will all do a better job of representing the full spectrum of who we are as a people: citizens who both compete and care.

THE CARE ECONOMY

INVESTORS SHOULD BE PAYING AS much attention to care trends as politicians. The demand for jobs in the care sector is growing as a function both of increased awareness of the difference that good care makes and of demographics. Remember that the ratio of retired adults to working-age adults will increase by almost half between today and 2030. Even by 2020, one in six Americans will be over 65 and more than one in three Americans will likely have eldercare responsibilities.

Americans also have strong views about how we want to age; almost 90 percent of us believe that we should not end up in institutions. But aging at home, with dignity, requires an entire industry of home healthcare, which is why the demand for home careworkers is skyrocketing. But if we want higher-quality care, we will have to pay for it. Better wages, higher social value, and regulated working conditions are a good start. If we value the quality of our children’s care, our parents’ care, and indeed our own care someday, we must pay much more attention to the care economy.

A farsighted group of economists have been working on these issues for decades. The dynamics of the care economy are complicated by the definition of care itself, with its unavoidable intertwining of love and effort, paid and unpaid work. Reducing care to a pure commodity, like grain or steel or anything else we pay for, destroys its value. But pretending its emotional reward is so great that it should not be paid for at all, or paid for at a very low rate, ignores its value and reduces the quantity and quality of its supply. The economist Nancy Folbre and a group of her colleagues in sociology, political science, and demography have outlined an entire agenda for “care policy and research.” More studies along these lines are still needed in order for us to build up the intellectual and practical foundations of the care economy as a specialized version of the larger twenty-first-century service economy.

Interestingly, it is our military that already best understands the value of investing in the next generation of American children. Children’s brains are shaped most in the first five years of their lives, so it’s not an exaggeration to say that the care and education of our children from birth to age five is a national security issue for the United States that ranks alongside the Islamic State, terrorist networks generally, Russian expansionism, and China’s rise.

The Pentagon walks the walk. It offsets the cost of high-quality childcare for servicemen by subsidizing on-site daycare. Fees are based on family income. This assistance has been available to military families since 1989. Equally important, the Pentagon pays teachers in its early care and education programs the same wages that other Defense Department employees make based on training, education, seniority, and experience. In other words, the part of the U.S. government most directly responsible for upholding national security recognizes the need to pay wages that can attract and retain college- and graduate-school-educated workers to provide care and early learning to the children of all employees from birth onward.

In the private sector, some farsighted entrepreneurs are already stepping into the breach of the care economy. Sheila Lirio Marcelo, a Harvard MBA/JD who found herself caring for two small children and aging parents at the same time, founded Care.com because she was having trouble finding quality caregivers. Care.com is a marketplace for caregivers of children and the elderly; it matches a caregiver and an employer every two minutes. And it’s not just helpful to families and caretakers alike, it’s big business. The company raised $91 million in an initial public stock offering, and when it went public in January 2014, Care.com had a market value of over $550 million.

Bright Horizons is another company that successfully monetizes care. They provide a variety of services from high-quality early-education centers to emergency childcare to coordinating on-site daycare at various companies, hospitals, and universities. Bright Horizons is also publicly traded, and when it returned to the market in 2013, it was valued at $1.4 billion.

Real estate developers are also starting to respond to the caregiving needs of American families. In California, for example, developers are creating townhouses geared toward multigenerational families. These townhouses include bathrooms and bedrooms on the ground floor so seniors don’t have to use the stairs and then traditional nuclear family layouts on the upper floors. That way, the “sandwich generation” can take care of their parents, and the grandparents can help watch their grandchildren.

Seniors are also banding together so that they can grow old with their friends, Golden Girls style. It’s called “co-housing,” and a housing consultant told The New York Times that it will be especially appealing to boomers. The “social consciousness of the 1960’s can get re-expressed” through communal living, she predicted. I can personally testify to the pleasure of these arrangements; I share an apartment in Washington two days a week with a dear friend whom I have known since college. She moved from her home base in New York to serve in government; her husband comes down regularly. It’s just like having a college roommate again, complete with visits from the boyfriend!

Outside large-scale caregiving companies and real estate developers is a growing army of individual caregivers. Ai-jen Poo’s National Domestic Workers Alliance joined with twenty other organizations to create the Caring Across Generations movement. By focusing on changing U.S. demographics, particularly around aging, and pioneering innovations in home- and community-based caregiving, the movement seeks “to transform the way we care in this country.”

Caregivers for adults with dementia—Alzheimer’s disease and other forms—face special challenges. But as with children, education and specialized training can make a substantial difference both to the individuals being cared for and the caregivers. More broadly, the Family Caregiver Alliance is a community-based nonprofit organization that addresses the needs of the families and friends providing unpaid, long-term care for their loved ones at home.

Look also for an explosion of jobs based on providing different types of specialized care. We have always had doctors and nurses; now we have physician’s assistants of many different kinds and nurse-practitioners with multiple specializations. And therapists of every description for body and mind are proliferating: for balance, posture, gait, stress, and recovery from challenges ranging from joint replacements to stroke. These are not jobs that people take when they cannot get into “real careers.” They are jobs that require medical knowledge and skills as well as the ability to build a meaningful set of relationships with clients; they are essential to allowing all of us—from youngest to oldest—to lead better lives.

Beyond the market for high-quality paid care is a broader approach to thinking about our entire economy in a way that takes account of the value of care. How should we measure the social capital in our relationships and the human capital that we build through nurture and care? The Caring Economy Campaign is developing economic indicators that track social wealth alongside traditional measures of money and property. At the very least, we should be able to measure the economic value of care for children and adults. After all, the entire idea of the gross domestic product is a human construct; we can measure anything we think is important and seek to increase.

AN EXCEPTIONAL AMERICA

IN THE FOREIGN POLICY WORLD, and the political world generally, entire libraries have been written about American exceptionalism. As a nation, we have thought ourselves to be different from other nations from our very earliest days. In 1630, John Winthrop, who would become governor of Massachusetts Bay Colony, wrote, “We must consider that we shall be as a City upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon us.” We were to be the shining example of people who could govern themselves, who could establish freedom of worship and expression, who could explore and develop what was, to us and to our fellow Europeans, “the new world.”

In the realm of care, the United States is largely exceptional for what it is not doing. We are alone among all advanced industrial countries (and indeed virtually among all countries) in not mandating paid maternity leave; many of our peer countries in Western Europe, by contrast, provide quite generous maternity and paternity leave. Britain, for example, even under austerity, provides up to a year of leave with at least some pay.

Beyond the early weeks and months of life, other industrialized countries offer an astonishing array of facilities and services to support parents and caregivers more generally, from daycare for children to adult care for the disabled, the senescent, and the dying. Former Norwegian minister of children and family Valgard Haugland sums up his country’s philosophy: “We have decided that raising a child is real work, and that this work provides value for the whole society.” It is only fair, then, “that the society as a whole should pay for this valuable service.”

These countries are already reaping the benefits, in terms of both competitiveness and social mobility. A decade ago, Andy, who has long studied European politics, told me that it was easier to move up from humble origins into the middle class in Europe than in the United States. I just couldn’t believe it. It seemed preposterous; our history is replete with examples of immigrants fleeing hidebound class structures and religious prejudice to make it in America.

Today, though, it’s impossible to deny. Multiple economic studies from a range of universities, think tanks, and international organizations have concluded that an immigrant to Denmark, Australia, Norway, Finland, Canada, Sweden, or Germany has a better chance of improving his or her lot than in the United States. Poor children in these countries have almost double the chance of climbing out of poverty as they do in the United States. To be sure, some of these countries are smaller and more homogeneous than America. But Canada, for instance, has a higher percentage of foreign-born citizens than the United States does, yet Canadians are twice as likely to move up the social and economic ladder as Americans are. And though multiple factors are correlated with social mobility—segregation, income inequality, schools, and family structure—the ability of families, supported by communities, to maintain a stable and caring environment for children plays a very big part.

We don’t have to do exactly what other countries do. In fact, some evidence suggests that the ultra-generous maternity leaves in Europe can actually hurt ambitious women. Claire Cain Miller points out in The New York Times that women in Europe are half as likely as men to be managers, while women in the United States are equally likely to be managers. This disparity is due to a combination of unintended consequences of long maternity leaves: women may put the brakes on their ambitions, and employers may be reluctant to put women of childbearing age in key positions because they fear they will be absent too much.

But here is what we can do. We can take our founding credo—“All men are created equal”—and understand it to mean that men and women are equal and that the work that was once divided between men and women—earning income and providing care—is equally necessary and equally valuable. We can also come to appreciate the many ways in which a caring society is a more equal society.

Psychologist Carol Gilligan points out that we hear children yelling “You don’t care!” just as much as “That’s not fair!” “You don’t care” reflects the fear of abandonment that all vulnerable and dependent people fear—young, old, sick, or disabled. “That’s not fair” reflects the fear that those who have power will abuse it, will make or break the rules in favor of themselves.

Think about the implication of this point. It means that not being cared for is just as much a marker of inequality as being discriminated against. Both conditions are ways that those with power can take advantage of those without power—the young, the old, the sick, the disabled, the different, the structurally disadvantaged. “That’s not fair” can mean “You don’t see me or hear me; you don’t give me equal rights or regard.” “You don’t care” can mean “You have abandoned me in my time of need and vulnerability, when I could not assert my equality with my fellow citizens.”

As Americans, we should take pride in defining ourselves as citizens who care. Who care about our country and care about one another. Who remember that our past was not just a saga of rugged individuals setting out to conquer the land of opportunity, but also of barn raisings, quilting bees, grazing commons, and one-room schoolhouses. Who understand that we can only compete as a nation if we remember to care.

We can break through our current political logjams. We can reinvent ourselves once again, as we have many times before. We can be exceptional once again, not only for the speed of our computers and the power of our armies, but for the strength of our communities and the quality of our care.





CODA

In many ways this book is a love letter to my own family. They’ve always been the foundation of everything that I’ve done and all that I am; it’s no surprise that you’ve met various Slaughters and Moravcsiks within these pages. Still, over the past few years, as I’ve learned to look at the world through the dual lenses of competition and care, I’ve come to see many of my own family members differently, with newfound respect.

All my life, I’ve been keenly aware of how fortunate I am to have been born in the late 1950s instead of the early 1930s, as my mother was, or the 1900s, as my grandmothers were. Until recently, I saw these women in terms of what they could have been if they had only had the opportunities I have had. I’m still grateful that I came of age when those opportunities were expanding dramatically, but I now see these women—my foremothers—as having contributed just as much to society as their husbands did. They invested in their families; they educated and inspired their children, sons and daughters alike, to be what we have become; they cared for those in need, both immediate relatives and beyond. In the dry language of sociology and economics, they were the custodians of human capital. In a richer and more sensitive rhetoric, they were the nurturers of humanity itself.

My Belgian grandmother, Henriette Madeleine De Bluts Limbosch, married my grandfather, a medical student, in 1932, and had my mother and my uncle in quick succession. When the Germans occupied Brussels in May 1940, my grandfather refused to surrender with the Belgian army and instead managed to join the Allied Forces at Dunkirk and be evacuated to England, where he later joined the Special Air Service. After living under occupation for two years, my grandmother decided she would join him. Thus began a six-month saga worthy of Hollywood. She was an attractive young woman of thirty-four who would not take no for an answer.

My brothers and I grew up on the stories of her flight. She eventually dictated her memories of the entire six-month journey—from France to Switzerland, through Spain to Portugal, and finally by boat to London. Whenever her friends in the Belgian Resistance tried to arrange a way for her to slip across the border from occupied into free France, the response that came back was “Yes, but without the children.” On that subject my grandmother was adamant. She had no idea what the war would bring, and she simply would not leave her children behind. As she explained to my mother decades later,


Looking back now, with some life experience and age, I fully realize that it was total repression of the possible looming dangers. It also was, I guess, because I have a very optimistic personality. Often I have tried to imagine myself in a difficult situation, asking myself how on earth I was going to get out of it, and never would I think that I could not resolve the problem or get out of the plight I would be in. No, I never considered that I would not be successful in this particular endeavor and that it could really be disastrous for myself and my children.



I have to smile when I read that passage. It is so much Grandmère, a woman of such iron determination that when her doctors told her much later in life that she would only hobble due to a loss of cartilage in her ankle, she simply gritted her teeth, endured the pain, and continued to stride the streets of Brussels at a ferocious pace. She managed her household, her husband’s surgical practice, and the family’s investments, bringing a detailed perfectionism to everything she did. She was often strict and demanding—she used to correct the thank-you letters I sent her in French and send them back to me—but she was also willing to put in an unlimited amount of time with her grandchildren on schoolwork or any other projects to help them succeed.

I have always looked at my grandmother’s life and thought that her combination of determination, optimism, management ability, and ingenuity would have made her an amazing CEO—Belgian business might never have been the same! I still wish that she had had a much wider range of choices about how to live her life. But I now see a woman who made it possible for my grandfather to tend countless grateful patients, raised two successful children who have each contributed to the world in their own way, provided a critical safety net for several of her grandchildren, and brightened and improved the lives of many people.

Grandmère understood that the web of care requires work. She was a creature of duty. Her mother had insisted that her spine never touch the back of a chair when she sat (a posture lesson she tried but failed to pass on to her daughter and granddaughters). That same upright acceptance of the roles society assigned her gave shape and purpose to her life, caring not only for her husband and children, but also for her parents, my grandfather’s parents, friends, neighbors, and even Marie, her longtime housekeeper. It is society as a whole that assigns value and prestige to what people do; as I see it now, she added every bit as much social value caring for her family and community as her husband did caring for his patients.

My American grandmother, whom I knew as Ma, was cut from quite different cloth. Born Mary McBee Hoke in 1902, she grew up as an only child in Lincolnton, North Carolina, a small town where her family had lived for generations. When her father was named to the supreme court of North Carolina, the family moved to Raleigh. Her mother died suddenly when my grandmother was only eighteen, leaving her to be her father’s companion for a few short years until he died as well.

She was a young woman of means with a large circle of friends in the mid-1920s; her house quickly became the center of her set’s social life. She had graduated from what was then Saint Mary’s College—a school that then ran from elementary school through the first two years of college—and read law briefly with a local attorney. She traveled on her own, to Boston and even to Europe. The picture I have of her is of an independent, energetic, daring young woman ready to shape her own life.

Then she met Edward “Butch” Slaughter, an assistant football coach at North Carolina State University. She fell in love; they married in 1930. Shortly thereafter my grandfather took a job as the line coach at the University of Virginia and eventually moved his young family to Charlottesville, where they lived for the rest of their lives. Charlottesville was just several hours to the north, but in Ma’s eyes it was a completely different world: stiffer, more formal, and more socially conscious. She became the coach’s wife rather than the judge’s daughter; she devoted herself to her family but never recovered her former self-reliant and social self.

At her funeral I talked about her love of words, how her children and grandchildren could recite the poems that she had memorized in her own childhood. I always thought she would have been a wonderful English professor. Or a lawyer, using her phenomenal memory for detail to build her case. She could sit down next to anyone from anywhere in the South, ask a few questions, and figure out how our family and theirs intertwined at some point over the past two centuries. The failure to harness that talent for a more productive use than identifying “kissing cousins” is a classic example of how societies lose out when they do not allow their women to achieve their full potential.

I have thus always thought of Ma’s life as a prime example of unfulfilled potential. And yet, to me, her first grandchild and only granddaughter, she was everything a grandmother should be. I wear her Saint Mary’s school ring, with the initials MMH, on my little finger; rare is the day that I do not look down at it and remember her. When I think of how her unconditional love and unflagging support for my every move have been part of the bedrock on which my own achievements have been built, I value what she did as much as I regret what she could not do.

I’ve changed my lenses on some of my current family members as well. After my article came out, a close childhood friend wrote and observed how different my father had always been from hers and from the other fathers we both knew growing up. I wrote Dad an email thanking him and wondering, for the first time, how it was that he came to be so progressive for a man in Virginia in the 1960s. He told me that as a trial lawyer he had handled a certain number of divorce cases in which men left their wives, who then had no means of supporting themselves. He vowed at that point that his daughter would never find herself in that position.

I thus now see my father more in the round. I realize that his support for my career came not just from pride in what he thought I could accomplish but also from care—a determination that I be able to support myself if need be. But as progressive as he was, it never would have occurred to him to raise his sons—my brothers—to embrace caregiving as much as he raised me to be a breadwinner. One of those brothers, Bryan, has a busy legal practice, four children, and a very equal marriage to my sister-in-law Jen, who is also a lawyer. Jen chose to work part-time after their first child was born, but Bryan is a deeply committed father who attributes their division of labor much more to relative earnings than to desire. It would never have occurred to me before I wrote this book that Bryan might in fact want to work more flexibly at some point while his children are growing up so he could spend more time with them.

I also once would have interpreted Jen’s choice to slow down as a decision to take herself off the fast track, reflecting a level of career ambition that was simply lower than mine. I would have seen her as a “mother who is working part-time” married to a full-time professional—exactly the way the labor market types the millions of women who have made the same decision. I now see her as the talented lawyer and manager she is, one who has chosen to focus more on her family for this period in her life. I see the ways that her choice benefits all of us as a society. And I see that when the frenetic activity of raising four children draws to a close, as it inevitably will, she will still have at least fifteen years of active working life ahead of her.

I hope that after reading this book you will look around and see the world—including your own family members—differently too. Above all, I hope that we can all imagine different and much more equal lives for our children. When I look at our sons, a lump comes to my throat. They were twelve and ten when I left for Washington in 2009, still very much boys. Now they are young men, towering over me in ways I simply cannot get used to, with their own friends and plans and dreams. As I write this, with Edward leaving for college, they are on the edge of the nest.

That makes it a particularly poignant moment to reflect on what has always been one of my deepest fears about having sons. The old saw “A son is a son until he takes a wife; a daughter is a daughter for the rest of her life” does not apply so much with my brothers and sisters-in-law, but I have certainly seen its truth often enough with my friends. When women take over as the caring anchors of their own families, they so often tend the relationships with their parents and siblings much more closely than with their in-laws.

I worry about that with our boys. What I want more than anything for them is that they will bring home wonderful mates who will become part of our family and that they will continue to define themselves as sons, brothers, husbands, and, someday, fathers as much as they embrace their professional identities. I hope that they will find work they love as much as I love mine, but whatever they end up doing, I want them to know that I will be as proud of them for putting in the time and effort necessary to build strong families of their own—however they choose to construct them—as for anything else they might achieve. And I hope that they will be equally willing to support and be supported by their spouses—with both cash and care.

Let’s hope that by the time they reach that stage, society will agree with me.

—

Family is the foundation of our flourishing. At least since the Industrial Revolution, we have split work and family into two different spheres, one the world of men and the other the world of women. As more and more women entered the world of work, the relationship between work and family became one of profound tension, each tugging at the other. In fact, however, family makes work possible in the same way work makes family possible. It’s up to us to create the conditions in which the two can reinforce each other.

I am hopeful for the coming decades. The millennial generation, which includes my sons, seems to understand the value of pushing past what David Brooks calls “the big Me.” Emily Esfahani Smith and Stanford marketing professor Jennifer L. Aaker have written about “millennial searchers,” drawing on research showing that three-fourths of millennials seek “meaningful work.” Although meaning is inevitably subjective, “a defining feature is connection to something bigger than the self. People who lead meaningful lives feel connected to others, to work, to a life purpose, and the world itself.” Nourishing human connection is the essence of care.

We can, all of us, stand up for care. We can change how we think, how we talk, how we plan and work and vote. We can come together as women and men. We can finish the business that our mothers and grandmothers began, and begin a new revolution of our own.






For my three men:

Andy, Edward, and Alexander
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