

[image: Image]




The Two-Income Trap
why parents are choosing to stay home


 

 

SUZANNE VENKER

Foreword by Dr. Laura Schlessinger



A POST HILL PRESS BOOK
ISBN (eBook): 978-1-61868-884-2

THE TWO-INCOME TRAP
Why Parents Are Choosing To Stay Home
© 2014 by Suzanne Venker
All Rights Reserved

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.

[image: image]

Post Hill Press
109 International Drive, Suite 300
Franklin, TN 37067
http://posthillpress.com



For my children, Emma and Henry
who make everything else pale in comparison.


	

The greatest reflection of your priorities is your time. Whatever you say about what matters to you, the true test is where you place your time. So if you say your priorities are your partner or your kids or your family or your health, that statement will only be true if your calendar reflects it.

— Nick Crocker





Foreword

       Suzanne Venker is helping to lift me out of my growing despair. While my “banging the pot loudly” over the past quarter-century in favor of loving, maritally-committed, two-parent, mom and dad, parent-at-home-when-children-are-home families has seen positive results—I have also witnessed, in horror and disbelief:

• the profound hostility in women’s and parenting magazines toward women who raise their own children, not to mention the plethora of articles that support the neglect of children as in the best interest of the child—as long as mommy is happy

• the breakdown of basic, traditional norms, which has resulted in an almost complete loss of a sense of responsibility and obligation apart from one’s own self-centered and immediate desires. Feminists disdaining men, marriage, and childrearing helped move women from a place of respect for their femininity and fertility and mothering to a place where shacking-up, out-of-wedlock babies, and daycare practically wiped out their sense of specialness.

• the media in general, and other parents in particular, showing compassionate support and understanding to the oh-so-busy mother or father who accidentally forgot they even had a child because he cooked to death in the back seat of a car. “It could happen to anybody” is the unbelievable response of other parents.

• the development of products geared to make mothers feel better about abandoning their children to institutionalized daycare for the sake of the mother’s well-being: daily charts of when and how much their child pee-ed or pooped and ate and drank, rolled over, or said some words; a camera in the daycare center so the mother can go on her computer and view her child for ten seconds. 

       This is new-age parenting!

       The Wall Street Journal (October 8, 2003) published a book review dealing with the impact of working mothers on the family. “The average two-income family,” begins the quotation from the book, “earns far more today than did the single breadwinner family of a generation ago. And yet, once they have paid the mortgage, the car payments, the taxes, the health insurance, and the day-care bills, today’s dual-income families have less discretionary income—and less money to put away for a rainy day.”

       The reviewer points out that “the rush of Mommies into the workplace has had the paradoxical effect of making families less secure, less flexible and poorer.” The reviewer also concludes with this telling statement: “But it’s weird: The authors know that having a mother at home is economically better for families. They spell it out. Nevertheless, they can’t bring themselves to support the reverse migration of America’s working Mommies, even if such a thing were possible. ‘We remain dedicated to the best part of the feminist movement—the rock-solid belief that women who want to work should have every opportunity to do so.’ Yet, if you accept their analysis, you don’t have to be a male chauvinist pig to wonder: ‘Um, why?’”

       I have a great career: I’ve had a private practice as a licensed marriage and family therapist, sustained a successful radio broadcasting career for a quarter of a century, and written seven New York Times bestselling books. I write a monthly column for wnd.com, run a foundation for neglected children, create and hand-craft jewelry to raise money for the foundation, ride bicycles up and down major hills, and took up sailing. Yet I’ve always been an at-home mother.

       The writing happens at 5:00 AM, while everyone is asleep. The radio broadcasting happened first at 10:00 PM, after a full day of childcare, and then shifted to middays while our son was at school. In other words, I squeezed my career in around my mothering and not the other way around. It can be done, if one commits to doing it right—and right means the child does not pay the price for the parent’s ambitions and that the parent has the centering and family love that makes life a pleasure.

       Once, a young college woman fresh from her women’s studies class came to one of my book signings and asked me why I didn’t introduce myself with my academic degrees. She said her class talked about me a lot (the teacher was generally insulting), and they couldn’t understand why I would identify with motherhood before my accomplishments. I told her that being my son’s mother and having him, as a teenager, kiss me in front of his buddies, was my most rewarding accomplishment. I added that I hoped her studies wouldn’t warp her to the point that she would not make the choices that would lead her to have a similar reward.

       This leads me to The Two-Income Trap by Suzanne Venker, who’s in her mid-thirties and is herself, right now, making the personal and professional sacrifices that she urges on others. There are hundreds of books explaining why it’s acceptable to leave our children in the care of strangers, but very few explaining why we would all be happier if we did not. I am grateful for this book.

       Ms. Venker’s contribution to humanity, to families, to marriages, to women is huge. In a way, it is sad that she’s got to argue points to prove what ought to be a “given.” On the other hand, her arguments are beautifully crafted and right on target for today’s anti-childrearing atmosphere. My hope for you, the reader, is that after you read this book, you will be unwavering in your commitment to do the right thing, and reap the incredible rewards. 

DR. LAURA SCHLESSINGER
2003



Note from the Author

       The Two-Income Trap is the updated version of a book I wrote more than ten years ago. It is not politically correct. You will read things here people aren’t supposed to say but which nevertheless ring true. Indeed, this book is as much about telling the truth in a culture that wants us to lie as it is about the conflict between children and careers.

       I wrote it for three groups of women: (a) mothers who are home with their kids and who need support and validation for the work they do, (b) mothers who are conflicted about whether or not to quit their jobs or whose work-family life has become unmanageable, and (c) women who are not yet mothers but who want to know how they can balance work and family when the time comes.

       This book is also for at-home dads. While most parents at home are women, the number of at-home fathers has almost doubled since this book was first published. The reason it centers on women is because that’s the way it was originally written, and because I wanted to address the decades-long push to get women out of the home and into the workforce. But the material herein applies to any parent who’s home with the kids. So if you’re at-home dad, simply substitute the word “dad” for “mom” wherever you see it.

       Also, keep the date of its original publication in mind. I’ve edited the book slightly, but the majority of the content stands as is. In 2002, working motherhood was front and center in the media. Women everywhere were either extoling or lamenting the concept of ‘having it all.’ Ten years later we’re still doing this, which makes the message of The Two-Income Trap—that children’s needs conflict with adult desires, making it impossible to ‘have it all’—as relevant as it was when I wrote it. 

       Actually, it’s even more relevant. According to the United States Census Bureau, the share of stay-at-home mothers rose to 29% in 2012, up from a modern-era low of 23% in 1999. This rise represents the reversal of a long-term decline in at-home mothers that had persisted for the last three decades of the 20th century. 

       One reason for the turnaround is America’s ambivalence about the effects of a mother’s absence from the home. Another is women’s exasperation in trying to keep up with the demands of full-time work and childrearing. As Anne-Marie Slaughter admits in her explosive 2012 essay in The Atlantic entitled Why Women Still Can’t Have It All, “A rude epiphany hit me: juggling high-level government work with the needs of two teenage boys was not possible.” 

       And then, this: “…the feminist beliefs on which I had built my entire career were shifting under my feet.” 

       Slaughter’s article went viral within hours of its posting, and scores of blog posts and articles soon followed. Several women tried to argue the point, but many were grateful to the author for pointing out That Which We Must Not Say: the idea that women can ‘have it all’—pursue demanding careers, raise fabulous kids, and remain perfectly sane along the way—is bogus. There are only so many hours in a day. And children, it turns out, need Mom. If Slaughter’s article hit any nerve, it was that.

       Well, that and the fact that her article was different from what Americans are used to hearing from women like Slaughter. These self-described feminists are forever insisting women can have it all “if only” such-and-such would happen. If only men were more like women, if only the government would invest more in childcare and family leave, if only employers allowed parents to leave the office at 5:00 PM, etc. But as this book will explain, the real reason for work-family conflict is far more complex.

       Over the past decade, I’ve heard from scores of women (and men!) who’ve shared their stories with me. Many have felt the need to justify the most basic human desire: caring for our own babies. Here’s a recent email from a woman named Alice:

I was really happy to read that results of verifiable polls are not in line with what the media depicts. I often feel, usually based upon what I see and hear in the media and my limited social contacts (half of whom are dual working couples) that my life choices are absurd. Often it feels I can’t relate to most women. None of my former friends gives me the time of day since I quit my lucrative engineering job to stay home with my kids. This just may be natural as they don't have kids yet, but it feels as though somehow I’ve become a “radical” just for doing something that feels, on every level, natural. 


It’s all the harder because with my career choice and training, I previously fell under the feminist label; now I just watch in bewilderment. I try to find articles supporting our decision, some kind of encouragement from the world at large, but all I seem to find is study after study showing daycare is fine, that women should be all about their careers, and that spending only three hours a day with your kids and eating processed food is great! I’m being a little facetious, but not entirely. It’s darn hard to find articles praising women for taking care of their own children. 

       I’ve also heard from and spoken to mothers who work full-time and are, quite frankly, miserable. They miss their children terribly, and their marriages have become stressed to the breaking point. But they love their work! What do they do, they wonder. “Is everyone else doing this well, and I’m just not? What’s wrong with me?”



       There’s nothing wrong with you, I tell them. There’s something wrong with the arrangement. American families have transitioned from being manageable little communities to bastions of chaos. The two-income family, and by that I mean one in which both parents work full-time and year-round as soon as their family leaves end, is a trap. I call it that because when it comes to raising kids, breadwinning is only part of the equation. The burnout that results from not having someone home to do everything mothers have historically done is huge. That’s why high-profile working moms are forever saying they need a “wife.” 

       Well of course they do. What did we think mothers were doing all those years? Eating bon-bons? It is precisely this caricature of the mother at home—that she doesn’t do much, or that what she does do can be done by almost anyone—that caused women to flee their homes in search of something more “valuable” to do with their lives. Lack of respect will do that. 

       Still, few will admit they go to work to preserve their sense of self-worth. Instead they’ll insist the dual-income lifestyle was thrust upon them due to the economy. Mothers today “have” to work, they say. And to some degree that’s true: we have created an economy that demands two incomes to maintain (particularly if you live on either coast). But we did it by insisting mothers couldn’t be happy at home. That message came first. 

       The economics came later. Indeed, all the income growth in the US since 1970 has come from women working outside the home. That is what raised the GDP, making it harder for families to live on one income. And note the date: 1970. That’s when feminists began their push to get mothers out of the home and into the workforce. It was a calculated ideological and political move.

       The discussion of balance has nothing to do with working-class America. It’s a middle- and upper-middle class conversation. Married mothers didn’t leave their homes en masse because they were poor—they left because they were pulled in that direction. What women wanted was respect, and the workforce was fast becoming the place to get it. Feminists portrayed the mother at home as a hapless wife who was wasting away her life caring for babies. Let the less educated women do it, they said. 

       It was this loss of respect, this elitism really, that fueled the dual-income family. 

       My goal in writing this book was to support women like Alice who find it “darn hard to find articles praising women for taking care of their children.” I wanted to highlight the significance of the work mothers like Alice do. I wanted to elevate their status in society. If that upsets parents who don’t do what Alice does, so be it. America was—is—saturated in articles, movies, television programs, books, and news stories about working mothers. Rarely are mothers at home recognized, let alone valued. It’s as if they don’t exist. Yet they do, and their numbers are growing.

       Also, a quick word about the phrase “stay-at-home mom.” When I use this term, I’m not actually referring to one type of mother. Yes, some married mothers are exclusively mothers—29% to be exact—but others work out of their homes and vacillate between wearing their work hat and wearing their mom hat, particularly if their children are in school. And many mothers’ jobs are flexible, allowing them to be available before and after school. 

       Of course the younger children are, the less likely mothers are to work full-time outside the home. But even mothers of younger children sometimes work very part-time. Many variables allow for this, which I discuss in the book. Regardless, all of these moms are categorized as “at-home moms” to differentiate them from those who pursue full-time, year-round employment and thus need a constant supply of caregivers on hand.

       Even I’ve never been sure how to define myself. I've been every form of mother: full-time mom; part-time working mom; and somewhat full-time working mom now that both my kids are in school. But I haven’t been employed since I was pregnant with my oldest, who’s now 14, and my children definitely don’t view me as a working mother. 

       They know I’m a writer, but for years they didn’t even know that. My work brings with it the obvious advantage of having no boss, which means everything I do work-wise is tailored around what I consider to be my primary job: raising my kids. As a result, I’ve never used daycare or hired a nanny, nor have I had the advantage of family help (though that would have been nice!) Basically, I’m just always around. The downside of my chosen career is my husband and I have less expendable income than the average two-income family. Typically speaking, writers aren’t rolling in the dough. At least this writer isn’t.

       Another thing you may note is the tone of this book is rather severe. My writing has softened a bit over the years, but at the time I wrote it I was hunkered down with new motherhood and feeling rather Mother Bearish about it all. Like millions of other at-home moms, I was tired of hearing myths about my life that were accepted as truth but weren’t—like the idea that mothers at home are rich, or that babies and toddlers thrive in daycare. 

       Both are categorically false. Families with stay-at-home moms are, on average, poorer than those where both parents have incomes. According to the Census Bureau, 75 percent of stay-at-home moms live in households where family income is less than $100,000 per year. And many of these families bring in nowhere near that figure. How we ever came to believe one-income families are wealthier than two-income families is curious. Obviously two incomes, particularly once children are in school and childcare is no longer needed, means more cash in the bank. And babies and toddlers do not thrive in daycare, as chapter six will demonstrate. 

       I was also tired of hearing parents say they “could never be with” their kids all day, as if parents at home love being with children around the clock and have no desire to do anything else with their time. Newsflash: that’s not why these parents do what they do. They do it because they feel personally responsible for the care of their children. Or because they didn’t have a parent at home when they were young and want a different life for their children. Or because it makes no sense to continue working when the majority of one paycheck goes to daycare. Or because they don’t want to miss out on the early years, despite the sacrifices. Or because they want a peaceful lifestyle, not a chaotic one. Or because they believe children deserve a parent at home. The loss of income is, for many at-home parents, beside the point.

* * *

       As you might expect, putting these things to paper would prove challenging. After the book’s initial publication, I endured the wrath of the media. My original title for the book was The Work of Motherhood. However, when authors partner with a publisher they sign away their rights to title their own books; so when my then-publisher changed the title to 7 Myths of Working Mothers, my heart deflated. I knew a book with that title would fuel the mommy wars, and that was not what I set out to do. 

       But that is always the result when this topic comes up (though in my case, I couldn’t blame people given the new title). Still, my willingness to talk about this subject in an honest and straightforward manner shouldn’t have been reduced to “that’s the author who thinks mothers shouldn’t work.” Yet that is how the media framed my message. They knew validating mothers at home would make mothers who aren’t home become defensive, so they jumped at the chance to create controversy. We in America have accepted the lie that if you believe in something, you must think ill of those who believe differently. By that logic, no one could support any group or idea because every group or idea has an opposing group or idea! We might as well pack it up and go home.

       I didn’t write this book to condemn working mothers. I wrote it to condemn the myths and misconceptions about motherhood that many in this group perpetuate. Those are two very different things. I also wrote it to bring a fresh perspective to this debate, and that is this: women can have it all, just not at the same time. In fact, the irony of it all is that The Two-Income Trap is ultimately about creating a life that incorporates both work and family in women’s lives. Without the stress. Without the guilt. Without regret.

       One of the myths and misconceptions to which I’m referring is the “fact” that most mothers work. Journalists love to report the statistic that “70% of mothers now work outside the home,” but they never report the details. “Working mothers,” or women who remain employed full-time and year-round after their maternity leaves end, represent less than half of American mothers. And most of these women are single moms! That means the number of married mothers who choose to work full-time outside the home and place their children in substitute care, as the women in the media do, is significantly smaller than people think.

       The reason the media can manipulate the statistics is because they do not distinguish between mothers who work part-time from those who work full-time. This is a major oversight. It’s true if you add the mothers who work both part-time and full-time, you will come up with the 70% figure. But if you combine the half of the 70% who work part-time with America’s unemployed mothers, the majority of mothers are still their children’s primary caregivers.

       These are women who sequence their lives, or move in and out of the workforce to accommodate the needs of their families. They stay home with their kids when they’re babies and toddlers and “work” very part-time or out of their homes, and then ratchet up when their youngest starts school. Or they own their own businesses and bring their children to work with them. Or they tag-team with their husbands: she works the day shift; he works the night shift. However it gets done, these women are not working mothers in the way we define the term. Many of these women consider themselves at-home moms.

       The distinction is important because it’s not most people’s perception of the modern mother. And perceptions matter. Most people need social support to feel good about what they do—it’s human nature. If it seems as though the trend is to drop one’s children off at daycare, more and more parents will begin to get comfortable doing just that. Some of the women you’ll read about in this book followed along with what they thought was the “thing to do” and later came to regret it. We never hear from these women, and I think we should. 

       The great news is that women today have a marvelous opportunity to pursue work and family in piecemeal fashion. Because of the new ways in which we work (self-employment, working from home or at Starbucks, using the Internet or social media to stay connected in the professional sphere) more and more parents—mothers and fathers—will continue to create lives that allow them to be “home” with their children, though perhaps not in a traditional manner. And these parents need what they’re not getting: respect.
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