

[image: FEMONOMICS, What Data Tells Us About Women’s Lives and Getting the Most Out of Yours by Corinne Low]









About the Author


Corinne Low, PhD is an Associate Professor of Business Economics and Public Policy at the Wharton School, where she teaches an award-winning course on the economics of discrimination. Her research has been published in journals such as American Economic Review, Quarterly Journal of Economics, and the Journal of Political Economy. She regularly speaks to and advises companies on their practices, and her research has been featured in media outlets from Vanity Fair and the Guardian to the Harvard Business Review. She received her PhD in economics from Columbia University and her BS in economics and public policy from Duke University, and formerly worked for McKinsey & Company. She lives in Philadelphia with her family.







FEMONOMICS

What Data Tells Us About Women’s Lives and Getting the Most Out of Yours

Corinne Low

[image: Hodder Press logo]

www.hodderpress.co.uk




Femonomics was first published under the title Having It All in the United States of America in 2025 by Flatiron Books, 120 Broadway, New York, NY 10271, USA.

First published in Great Britain in 2025 by Hodder Press

An imprint of Hodder & Stoughton Limited

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Corinne Low 2025

The right of Corinne Low to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Cover design: Saffron Stocker

The names and identifying characteristics of some persons described in this book have been changed.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

Hardback ISBN 9781399737609

Trade Paperback ISBN 9781399737616

ebook ISBN 9781399737623

Hodder & Stoughton Limited

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.hodderpress.co.uk





For the women who just can’t do it anymore.







Introduction

In 2017, I gave birth to my son, and also a midlife crisis. Suddenly, my two-hour commute from our home in New York City to my job at the University of Pennsylvania went from inconvenient but sustainable to the bane of my existence. And my marriage, which had seemed flawed but in a cute, work-in-progress kind of way, suddenly seemed to be falling apart at the seams. At the same time, in my academic career, rejections were stacking up, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that my male colleagues, some of whom were going up for tenure years before I was, simply had more time in their days. Nor did I feel like I was at the top of my game in other domains, constantly observing how much nicer other people’s houses looked, how much better dressed their little bundles of joy were, how much more time they seemed to have to juggle motherhood, work, and coordinate everything therein.

Perhaps the nadir of this period was when track repairs were taking place on my train line, and I spent a total of six hours commuting, only to work in my office for four. I pumped in the Amtrak bathroom, crying, because I wouldn’t make it home in time to put my son to bed. I not only felt as though I didn’t “have it all”; I felt like I didn’t have anything. Not the successful career I wanted, not the thriving family and homelife I wanted, and I wasn’t even the fun person I used to be, who traveled and laughed and enjoyed things. Most of all, I was So. Darn. Tired. All the time.



It’s a refrain I’ve heard time and again from working women, who feel like they’re constantly juggling and constantly dropping each ball, one by one. A lawyer friend tells me all she does is work, parent, and sleep. “I’m so tired,” she confides, “and I’m so busy, and I don’t have time for anything, but I can’t afford to make less money, so I can’t leave corporate law!” Another says she’s so burned out she doesn’t enjoy the career she once loved, and she finds herself snapping at her husband and not being the kind of mom she wants to be with her kids. When Mother’s Day rolls around, her greatest wish is to rest, away from her family. A young mom on a high-flying career track laments, “I haven’t gone for a run in four years, since my son was born,” causing me to do a double take, having just overheard her husband say he swims for an hour every day.

These women are accomplished. They are competent. They are fierce. How did they end up in such undesirable, unmanageable situations? How did I end up there?

And they aren’t the only ones struggling with how to manage all the things in a world that seems to be stacked against them. During office hours, a student asks, “Should I break up with my boyfriend? He barely does any of the housework, and we don’t even have kids yet—is it going to get worse?” Another one worries aloud, “I want a career like my male classmates are dreaming about. But I know I also want kids. If I become a mother, will I just be signaling to everyone that I’m not serious about my career?” Her classmate declares, “I actually never want kids.” Then asks, “Is there a way to communicate that to my bosses so they won’t treat me differently from men?”

While these may not be the kinds of questions most economics professors receive, for me, they are common. My research is focused on the decisions that shape women’s lives and the economic and societal constraints they face when making them. Because I talk about my research in class, the conversations in my office are generally not limited to the latest assignment. My students—undergrads and MBAs—often come to me in search of advice. Which is why it was so shocking to realize that I had somehow managed to chart my life so badly off course.

Navigating my way out of that dark place—out of the metaphorical Amtrak bathroom I was stuck in—added insight to the research I’ve done since my time as a PhD student at Columbia. I started thinking not just about the unseen economic forces influencing women’s lives but about how we could shape our lives around and in spite of those forces. And the requests for advice kept coming. Not just from students, but from peers, navigating career, relationships, fertility, and more.

In this book, I hope to open up the conversations I’ve been having with women of all ages and all walks of life to a broader audience. I want you to know that you are seen and not alone in facing these challenges. And that you are not ­doing anything wrong, though society can sure make it easy to feel that way. We’ll talk about just how many of our societal systems and workplace norms were created either without the needs of women in mind or specifically to exclude them. But I will also provide you with research-backed tools you can use right now to reclaim your agency and improve your life, even while we continue the longer fight for systemic change. On a personal level, this work starts with stepping back to assess what improving your life really means, identifying what will bring you the most happiness and security over the long term, and learning to let go of the notions of “having it all” that we’ve been conditioned to believe we must strive for, but that, in fact, only offer false or short-term payoffs in exchange for an incredible amount of time, effort, and stress.

We have been sold the idea that optimizing our lives means being able to do the most things in a day or have the most items in our possession. But I’d argue that the most optimal life choices are those that your future self—five, ten, twenty years down the line—will be most grateful for. My research highlights just how many additional factors women must consider when trying to build that happy future. Because of a few biological realities and a lot of imbalanced cultural and institutional norms, men simply do not face the same level of complexity and potential repercussions when making major life decisions, such as whether or not to obtain an advanced degree, what type of career to pursue, when or whether to get married and/or have kids, if they should get divorced or end a partnership that isn’t working, or even where they should live.

Yet somehow, most conventional advice for women still seems to center on the idea of contorting ourselves to fit into corporate and cultural standards that simply don’t align with our reality: lean in. Stop apologizing. Habit stack. Nice girls don’t get the corner office. Airport shelves are lined with books telling women how to get ahead in business through changing their approach, making smarter choices, finding the right style. If you’re unhappy with your career or your life, the underlying messages of these books tells you that you can always buckle down, change your attitude, and work harder.

I reject the premise that the barrier preventing women from living optimally—or even just happily—is our failure to try hard enough to have it all or do it all. In this book, I will ­present a radical framework for understanding the lives of women, and improving yours if you happen to be one: acknowledging women as economic agents, making choices to improve our lives given the constraints we face. What does that mean? It means the same models economists use to study people broadly should be used to study women specifically. It means we can understand women as rational entities doing their best to ­optimize in a world where options are often limited and odds are stacked against us, no matter how hard we work or how far we lean in. This book asks the question: what would it look like if we stopped assuming the problems in women’s lives are caused by women’s choices and started looking instead at the structural, economic, and biological factors that are forcing and constraining those choices in the first place?



Women today face unsustainable demands on our time and ­efforts largely because economic forces have created an environment where gender roles have converged in the workplace and yet have not converged at home. Whereas the division of labor in a marriage was once clear and structurally reinforced throughout society—one person worked and one person managed the household—the wave of women entering the workforce upended that tidy arrangement. In theory, women becoming economic agents outside of the home promised a more equal division of labor and ­opportunity on both professional and domestic fronts. But the ­reality hasn’t matched this promise. In the professional realm, what initially seemed like a revolution of women earning their own incomes and making strides in wages and management ­representation has turned into a stalemate: women’s wages have plateaued, and our percentage in the upper echelons of management and pay grades has stalled. And in the domestic sphere, women are still tasked with the majority of housework, regardless of whether they earn more or less than their male partners. We believed in the promise of having it all—at work and at home—but for many women, what we have instead is just exhaustion.

As an economist, I think the rationale for a lot of our decisions can be boiled down to a simple question: Am I getting a good deal? You make a deal when you accept a job, enter a marriage, or decide to have kids. For each deal, you are contributing time, money, and effort for a perceived payoff. In combination, these deals, with their payoffs and sacrifices, form the experience of your life.

At work, women’s financial deals all too often do not match men’s: they are discouraged from pursuing lucrative STEM jobs, are shuffled into less prestigious roles, are asked to take on important but less promotable responsibilities,1 face hiring discrimination, have to change careers or go part-time in order to parent, are overlooked for promotions . . . and then find mid-career that for some reason they are making substantially less money than their male peers. At home, the old marriage contract was flawed but clear: one person’s job was financial production, the other’s was home production. While women have faced economic pressure to take on more of the financial share, men have not faced similar pressure to take on more of the home production. In fact, women in heterosexual marriages who are the primary breadwinners do almost twice as much cooking and cleaning as their male spouses.2

For too long, women have been expected to accept unfairly labor-intensive, functionally unsustainable deals in all areas of work and life and to somehow just make up the difference by working harder, optimizing better, and, when that fails, “self-care”. But it’s not working for us—women’s happiness and mental health are cratering. We see the signs of strain across the world, and across women of all socioeconomic backgrounds. We cannot keep going in this direction. Something has to change.

Even before our work–life boundaries were destroyed by the pandemic, finding balance at the intersection of work and life has long been a struggle for women. We want productivity and purpose, connection and success, and the leisure time to actually enjoy the lives we’ve worked so hard to build. The study of this quest for happiness and fulfillment has popularly been the domain of behavioral psychologists, with previous bestselling books encouraging us to nudge our subconscious into better decisions through choice architecture, or more intentionally balance our fast-thinking “lizard brain” with our slow-thinking analytical brain. But while we’ve invested plenty of resources in understanding how people make mistakes at the bank or the grocery store based on behavioral biases, there’s been precious little space devoted to exploring how much the most significant decisions in our lives, particularly women’s lives, can be shaped by deeply seated impulses that too often leave us depleted and unhappy when we thought we were doing just the opposite. We make deals based on what feels right in the moment—­meeting the needs of the demanding job we love, taking on extra responsibilities to help out a family member—but don’t fully consider the long-term impact of those choices on our lives.

I want to look at how our lives can be improved by taking an evidence-driven approach to these deals. I want to look at the small print of every contract we enter into and consider why we so often make choices that feel right in the moment but don’t serve our longer-term goals. Part of this investigation involves understanding the ways that love and caring are evolutionary forces that have an outsize effect on women, functioning much in the same way “temptation” and “present bias” cause people to mis-optimize in financial matters.

I know this is not as straightforward as it sounds. While I’ve always prided myself on using a hyperrational approach to modeling women’s decisions in my research and carefully poring over the data, somehow in my own life, I ended up in an epic­ally bad deal. I was working so hard, at every margin—trying my best to squeeze blood from stone. The unhappier I felt, the harder I worked. On myself, on my career, on my relationship.

It took a major wake-up call for me to finally decide to make some drastic changes—in my case, end my marriage, move to Philadelphia, and trade a two-and-a-half-hour train ride for a seven-minute commute by bike. In Philly, I was able to afford enough space to have a live-in au pair, which meant having real help with my son for the first time. Even when it was clear that my marriage wasn’t working, I had been so scared of the prospect of single parenting that I was willing to accept a bad deal. Imagine my surprise when, instead of getting harder, things actually got easier. I had more time, more energy, new work ideas. I daresay I was even . . . well rested? The data validates my experience here—divorced mothers sleep more than married ones.3

Another change made in the wake of my divorce was more central to my identity. When I was young, I defaulted to dating men but had never truly felt “straight”. Over the course of my marriage, I started to see how much heterosexual gender roles were taking from me. Why on earth was I the one keeping track of school events and writing long emails to childcare providers and painstaking instructions on how to grocery shop or cook dinner when I was also commuting to another state and the primary breadwinner? Gender was making decisions that I thought I got to make for myself. After I got divorced, I had no desire to be with a man again. My theoretical bisexuality had calcified into certain queerness. I started dating women.

Two years after leaving my marriage, with tenure in hand, I sat on a sunny porch, surrounded by friends and neighbors, my son happily running around with other children, and wondered: what took an economist like me so long to negotiate a good deal for myself at work and at home?

Which brings us to this book, which I’m writing because I want to help other women be as relentless in finding good deals for themselves as we are in trying to make everything work for everyone else all the time. I want to encourage you to think like an economist as you make life decisions. Part of that entails identifying your personal utility function—a term eco­nomists use to capture the idea that individuals have unique definitions and means of maximizing personal “profit” in their lives, in the same way that a business maximizes profit in dollars, euros or pounds. I sometimes encourage my students to think of their utility as a personal video game score, with points allocated by category. Only you know how the points are earned and in which category. Some of those points might accrue from dollars earned, but not all of them. That’s often where I find people go wrong or end up getting into deals that are going to make them unhappy in the long run. They either focus too heavily on one category (like financial earnings, sacrificing time with family), or they prioritize things that feel like they’re paying off in the short term (being the best team player! Going into debt to keep up with the Joneses! Chasing a relationship that never seems to love you back!), but don’t add any utility “points” to their lives in the long term. This is especially true for women, who face unique pressure to prioritize caring for others over finding what brings them satisfaction and enduring happiness.

I want to offer readers an opportunity to step back and ask if they’re truly getting the “points” they want, based on their most dearly held values. This means that the changes I made may be totally different from the ones you choose in your life—your utility function is unique to you. I will suggest though, that if you live with a partner, this is a joint problem: this book is not going to put even more pressure on women to solve everything on their own. For instance, ask yourself (and your partner): do you as a household need to figure out ways to increase earnings with the goal of providing you a little needed wiggle room to spend money on creating time? If you had the ability to delegate some key responsibilities or tasks to others, what possibilities would open up for you? There are also strategies for freeing up your time even if paying for things truly isn’t an option: can you trade tasks with friends, create car pools, or just invest in simplifying your life so that certain obligations are no longer a consideration? These are the types of questions this book will prompt you to ask yourself, based on where your time is being squeezed to the point of distress, and where you might find more joy instead.

This book is my guide to getting the most happiness and satisfaction from your life and career in a world full of constraints. It is a manual to using the latest research and data to create strategies that empower you in every sphere. It is also a call to action for firms, policymakers, and anyone else with an iota of power to get to work on the tough job of changing these constraints instead of the easier one we seem to default to: criticizing women. It redefines the concept of “having it all” to be about finding out what you need and how to get it in a reality that too often lets women down and implores us to do more while settling for less.

This book isn’t just for women in corporate careers, although we’ll certainly cover those domains, and it also isn’t just for mothers or those who want to become them, although we’ll talk plenty about juggling the demands of parenting alongside everything else. This book is for anyone who is struggling with the balance of being a woman in a world set up for men. It draws upon research conducted across the globe, in North and South America, Asia, Europe, Africa, and Australia. It is for women in medicine, law, academia, the tech and business worlds, and those working in education, health care, and everything else. This book is for women just starting out on career paths and trying to chart the beginning of their course, and for women who are looking to make changes mid-career after not getting what they want from their current jobs. It’s for women who are considering relationships or children in the context of planning careers, and it’s for women who already have kids and are looking to make the impossible puzzle pieces fit, and for those whose kids have moved out of the house and are wondering what’s next. And it’s for women who are looking for a partner, trying to make a marriage work, and those that are newly divorced. Because in all these stages, women face unique constraints from an economic system that devalues their contributions and their well-being.

You will find in these pages lots of infuriating evidence of the forces making our lives hard, but I’m not going to gaslight you into thinking that you are the thing that needs to change. You are doing more than enough—literally, you are doing it all. So instead, I’m going to share some practical advice on how to work around the constraints, and arm you with the tools to get more of what you need: from your partner, from your boss, and from the system itself. Consider this the essential economics textbook for life as a woman, but hopefully a little more fun.







Chapter 1

Winning the Bread and Baking It Too

as a group, women are very good at “making it work”. Human beings are naturally adaptable creatures, but women—we are great at coping. When faced with hard things, we try harder. We find margins to shift, we devise creative solutions, we make time and space where there is none. It’s like scrimping on your daily coffee to save up for vacation, but the thing we scrimp on is our happiness—our souls.

Here’s the thing: women can’t bend anymore without breaking. We can’t tweak or life hack our way to more hours in the day or around the major structural issue that’s making our lives impossible: that there is simply no way to juggle a fifty- to eighty-hour career with full-time housework and—for those of us who are mothers— the parenting load (and all the emotional and mental labor that comes with it).

That’s the real story, to me, of the past seventy years of economic change, which is often depicted as a happy tale about women’s empowerment and the feminist revolution. But I see a much darker subplot.

A Revolution for Women?

Between 1955 and 1985, American women’s participation in the workforce skyrocketed, from 35 percent to 55 percent,1 mirroring a broad trend in other OECD countries. Specifically, married women’s workforce participation doubled. Single women already had high rates of workforce participation. And, in fact, so did women of color, something we’ll revisit in a moment. It was married white women who tended to not provide work in the market during the middle of the century, as part of an arrangement economists call marital specialization, where one partner works for pay while the other puts their labor into housework and raising kids.

The famous economic model of marriage, for which Gary Becker won the Nobel Prize, involved two people forming a household unit to take advantage of different types of efficiency.2 One was returns to scale, which is that it’s more efficient to have two people cleaning just one living room and mowing just one lawn rather than each caring for their own home (and paying their own rent on that home!). The second is specialization. Specialization is the ability to focus on just one type of task, and presumably do that task more efficiently than trying to split your time between two tasks. In a household, that used to mean one person going to work and one person taking care of . . . everything else (i.e., housework, chores, parenting, and even those things sometimes called adulting). In the field of economics, this type of domestic labor is referred to as home production, which recognizes that it contributes value to the household just as a paycheck does.

In this model, the person who went to work was typically the man, and the person who focused on home production was typically the woman. Now, I think there were a lot of downsides to this arrangement, and I’m not arguing for a retro social order. But it’s also important to note that, for a lot of women, this setup was a privilege and an aspiration. In fact, poorer women and women of color typically did not have households that followed this model, because their households simply couldn’t afford to have only one person work. So, while some aspects of this deal were problematic, it also was a deal—one with very clear terms and that gave women both financial security and, often, a lot of leisure time.



Our mental model for this arrangement, the 1950s in the US, was a specific moment in history where the population was urbanizing, the postwar economy was booming, and new, time-saving home technologies—like baby formula and vacuum cleaners—were being introduced,3 all leading to lower working hours for women. I always side-eye claims that women “just started working,” when in any agrarian economy, women obviously supply a tremendous amount of labor! Work by economists like Valerie Ramey and more recently Rachel Ngai, Claudia Olivetti, and Barbara Petrongolo shows exactly this—documenting that in historical time-use surveys, rural women were often working sixty-hour weeks.4 But in the ’50s, for urban, married, white women, division of responsibility was the ruling economic system.

Doing the shopping, the cooking, the paperwork, the housecleaning . . . waiting for the electrician, walking the dog, taking the car in for repairs, calling about a bill . . . plus raising children and the myriad responsibilities that entails—some households were privileged enough to essentially have a full-time home-management professional in the role of wife, while the husband could focus on having a career. Because if the breadwinner had to share that work, he might be able to have a job, but not a career. High-paying jobs required “human capital investments” that meant working nights and weekends and whenever your boss called, which just wouldn’t be possible without someone else investing in making everything operate like clockwork at home. These types of jobs have come to dominate the high-paying workforce as America, the UK and other developed countries transformed into service-based economies. But today, there are fewer and fewer “housewives” to pick up the domestic burden.

There are many theories as to why married (white) women started entering the workforce in such high numbers in the 1960s: feminism and cultural change, technology, a decline in discrimination, the spread of birth control and liberalization of abortion, gender integration in higher education, the list goes on. But another trend was also driving this change, highlighted in Georgetown economist Mary Ann Bronson’s cleverly named paper “Degrees Are Forever”.5 The rise in easier divorce. The introduction of unilateral divorce laws in many US states meant that men could walk away from their marriages, taking their paycheck with them (the classic trope—the husband falling in love with his secretary—was popularized during this period, for good reason). Wives could have spent years investing in home production and easing the path of someone else’s career that they now couldn’t benefit from. A host of research demonstrates that during this period, women ended up financially worse off after divorce—they went from an even split of the household’s joint resources to making do with whatever sum the court offered in child support and alimony / spousal support.6 One reason women started to enter the workforce, then, was to protect themselves. Bronson’s research shows that women earning college degrees, eventually outpacing the level of men, follows the rollout of unilateral divorce laws. And it wasn’t just in the United States—divorce skyrocketed around the world at the same time, whether spurred by legal changes, such as the UK’s 1969 Divorce Reform Act, or social ones, threatening previously certain marital security.

I picture young women growing up hearing cautionary tales about their aunts, and mothers’ friends giving their “best years” to marriage and “ending up with nothing”—learning about women who spent countless hours creating a home, raising kids, and making sure that Dad’s suit was always freshly pressed, only to be left considering part-time work at forty while he moved on with someone fifteen years younger. Specializing in home production while your spouse builds his career is only a good deal as long as the relationship stays intact. These young women, Bronson’s research tells us, didn’t want to hedge their futures on that uncertainty. Degrees, after all, are forever.

I tested this theory in my own research with my frequent collaborator Jeanne Lafortune in a paper we call “Collateralized Marriage”.7 We show direct evidence that women are more willing to specialize when their marriages feel more secure. To do this, we exploit the fact that US marriage law specifies that assets accumulated during the marriage are to be divided upon divorce. As nonmarital child support enforcement has increased and divorce has become easier, this remains one of the few sources of relationship security that can be attained only through marriage.

The implementation of unilateral divorce laws were a double-edged sword. While they enabled women to leave abusive and untenable situations, as documented by economist couple Betsey Stevenson and Justin Wolfers, who show that changing divorce laws decreased women’s mental health distress and suicide, they also left women whose husbands were the ones who wanted to leave in a much worse financial position, as discussed above.8 Getting more into the details, prior to this change, a partner who wanted a divorce had to gain the other person’s assent—which often meant writing them a hefty check. There’s a scene in Mad Men depicting this period where one of the named partners tells his wife he wants a divorce, and she says, “I know, but it’s going to cost you,” to which he pulls out his checkbook. In a unilateral divorce, on the other hand, there’s no need to gain this agreement. One party wanting to divorce is enough, and a couple can either reach a financial settlement through a mediator or have one determined via a judge. If a woman invested more resources in home production and child-rearing over the course of her marriage, and thus earned less money, court-mandated alimony and child support are unlikely to make up the difference.

But with assets to divide, she would get a one-time lump sum that would help soften this blow. If that asset is a marital home, in addition to getting half the proceeds when it was sold, she would often be granted the rights to stay in the home until the kids grew up (a great quote we unearthed while writing this paper, attributed to various comedians and Rod Stewart: “Instead of getting married again, I’m going to find a woman I don’t like and just give her a house”). Thus, we call marriages with assets, especially homes, collateralized, because they’re a contract with financial collateral to back it up. I know, very romantic.

We then looked at the difference between people nudged into home-owning at the time they were married, who thus end up accumulating marital assets, and people who were more likely to rent. Housing markets go through cycles, and so some people got married in years where houses happened to be more affordable in their state and were more likely to buy a home. We use this variation in prices rather than just looking at who owns and who rents because couples who make that choice themselves may be different from one another, whereas this method allows us to compare two couples who are otherwise similar but just happen to be facing different housing prices and thus have a different probability of owning.

Consistent with our theory that “divorce insurance” matters to women when choosing how much to specialize, we found that couples who were more likely to own tended to have a more “traditional” division of labor. She worked less, earned less money, and spent more hours on home production tasks. Revealing just how valuable this deal could be to both parties, we found that the men in these “collateralized” relationships work more and earn more money—her time investment at home, by freeing up his time, is essentially an investment in his career.

In the couples we studied who didn’t win the “home price lottery” and were more likely to end up as renters, we observed that the wives not only worked more hours outside the home and earned more money but invested less time in parenting and other home production tasks. Not having security in the case of divorce meant she had to look out for her own bottom line, just as Mary Ann Bronson’s paper speculated.

We think this is one of the reasons why people with fewer assets are also marrying at lower rates (while marriage rates remain high for richer people, who are able to “collateralize”), and tend to choose the more flexible approach of nonmarital fertility. Marriage is offering less value to people than it once did. Marriage is in part a contract to protect women who specialize in home production, and when divorce exposes them to a possible raw deal, they have more incentive to “lean in” at work rather than make so many investments at home, and by proxy in their husbands’ careers. So the feminist revolution was really, in part, the bottom falling out of the marriage economy. Married women rushed to the workforce so they could bring home a paycheck that would always be there for them, even if their romantic fortunes changed.

When “Having It All” Is Too Much

For a while—throughout the ’70s and ’80s—it looked like that new social order might work. Those time-saving home technologies—everything from dishwashers to frozen meals and the microwaves to heat them—had made it easier to get things done at home and be able to put in a shift at the office, too, earning them the moniker “Engines of Liberation” from economists.9 The gender wage gap started to close. Was there a new future where men and women could be equals in the workplace and at home?

Unfortunately, the ’90s told a different story. Women’s workforce participation rates plateaued. So, too, did the gender wage gap, not just in the US, but also in the UK, Australia, France, South Korea, and more. And for the first time, home production got harder instead of easier. Why? Because, as documented in Valerie and Garey Ramey’s work “The Rug Rat Race,”parents, particularly mothers, and specifically college-educated ones, started pouring their time into their kids.10 Between 1993 and 2003, the amount of time college-educated mothers spent with children nearly doubled from around twelve hours to over twenty-two hours a week. That’s right—this time-intensive and often guilt-ridden model of raising children—where you invest hours a day in talking to your baby, breastfeeding, babywearing, then putting them in “baby and me” classes, tot activities, and three sports by the time they’re seven, spending hours chauffeuring them to different activities by the time they enter middle school—literally didn’t exist thirty-five years ago. It used to be perfectly acceptable to hand the baby a bottle and leave them in the crib, except for the occasional stroller walk, and then park a toddler in front of the TV. Many Gen X and millennial adults fondly recall their childhoods freely roaming the neighborhood until sunset, eating whatever was in the cabinet, and watching TV in the basement. Which meant their parents—mothers—were somewhere else—having time.

I remember reading Anne-Marie Slaughter’s viral Atlantic article, “Why Women Still Can’t Have It All” in 2012, and celebrating its truth-telling as I juggled the competing demands in my life.11 Her acknowledgment of the difficulties and contradictions women face shaped the way I would think about the idea of “having it all” from that moment forward: maybe the generation before us, who had seen sacrifice as the path to success, was wrong. But there was also a structural force that had shifted in the background, as Slaughter felt the urge to leave Washington to provide support for her teenage son: the time parents spend on childcare had changed. 

I created my own graphs of these changes, using data from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics for changes in working time and housework hours, and the historical American Time Use Survey, a nationally representative time diary study, for changes in childcare time. The graph shows that the changes in labor-market work (from around twenty to around thirty hours a week) and housework (from around twenty-five to around fifteen hours a week) for women exactly offset each other, but then the surge in childcare time is unaccounted for (this is averaging across all women—for mothers, it would be even bigger).



Changes in Women and Men’s Time Use Over Time

25–45-year-olds




[image: Three line graphs comparing the weekly time contributions of men and women between 25 and 45-year-olds in market work, housework and childcare from 1975 to 2015. See long description.]



Long description
First graph depicting market work shows men uniformly contribute 40 hours a week throughout, while women start at 20 hours a week in 1975 and gradually increase to around 30 hours by 2015. Second graph shows housework where men steadily contribute over 5 hours per week throughout, while women begin with 25 hours in 1975, which steadily declines to about 15 hours by 2015. The third graph tracks childcare. Men start at 2 hours per week in 1975, which gradually increases to a peak at 4 hours in 2005, followed by a slight decline thereafter. Women begin with over 6 hours per week in 1975, see a sharp rise to 12 hours by 2005, and maintain that.


Source: Panel Study of Income Dynamics (market work and housework); American Heritage Time Use Study (childcare); men and women 25–4512

And so, as shown by Ilyana Kuziemko and coauthors in “The Mommy Effect,” women entering the workforce in the 2000s ended up in their thirties working less than they expected to when they had been teens and young adults, and they found being a parent more taxing than the groundbreaking generation before them.13 After all, they had seen their moms actually have it all, and they expected they could, too. But instead of powdered formula and TV dinners, this generation became parents in a world of extended breastfeeding and screen-time limits. And even more intensive, a world where playing with your child on the floor, saying two thousand words to them an hour, tutoring them at the kitchen table, and enrolling them in countless activities meant that an increasing number of child-rearing tasks could not be outsourced. Kids in this new model required investment in “building their human capital,” which was something impossible to outsource—group day care where twenty kids watch TV might be accessible to most, but one-on-one childcare with a college-educated provider isn’t.

It was a mean trick that parenting became monumentally more intensive just as the structure of specialization that created time for women to invest in home production collapsed. And maybe it still could have worked if, as the feminist fantasy of what was to come envisioned, willing spouses who wanted to act as equals at home had taken over this growing load. But in reality, while gender roles converged in the workplace, they did not converge at home.

Specialization means one person does labor-market work, the other person does home production, so as women’s earning power grows, men are supposed to do more home production. Instead, the data shows that while many women now earn as much—or more—than their spouses or cohabiting partners, men’s home production time hasn’t kept pace with women’s wage growth. As the earlier graph shows, men’s housework time hasn’t budged over forty years of drastically changing time use for women. As a result, many women are now in the position of “winning the bread and baking it too,” the title of my paper with Jeanne Lafortune and Kyle Hancock.

Using data from the American Time Use Survey, where individuals are interviewed about their time use in very detailed increments, we found that in heterosexual relationships, men’s housework time doesn’t move an inch, no matter how much his wife makes compared to him. A man who earns only 20 percent of the household income does about the same amount of housework as a man who earns 80 percent! In heterosexual relationships with a male breadwinner, the non-breadwinner naturally does more housework, and the breadwinner does less. The same, it turns out, is true for same-sex relationships. For both gay male and lesbian relationships, whoever is the primary breadwinner on average does less housework and the non-breadwinner does more. But heterosexual relationships with a female breadwinner violate this pattern: the woman does more housework even though she is the primary breadwinner. A lot more. These differences are not only driven by taking care of the kids or even the labor of household management. Women do twice as much cooking and cleaning in the household, a fact that shocked me when I first encountered it. (When I present this graph, I often joke that, for an economist like me, being a lesbian is an evidence-based decision.) This phenomenon is broader than the US: we see a similar pattern in time use data in Australia and the UK, and recent research has found the same phenomenon in Germany.14

So, if women have been stepping into previously male shoes in the workplace, but we haven’t seen that same convergence in men taking on more labor at home, then women are being expected to compete professionally with a half deck of cards. Women in the workforce simply have a different time budget constraint from men. And time is only one resource; women’s mental, emotional, and physical resources are already depleted by the tremendous amount of work they’re doing at home by the time they clock in to work. On average, men are married to someone who makes less money than they do (and thus whose career is perceived as less demanding), whereas women are married to someone who makes more money. And even regardless of earning split, men in heterosexual marriages have a partner who does more of the home production, while their wives have a partner who does less (a lot less). If we’re looking for someone to “lean in” to advance women’s careers, I’d start by looking at men at home, rather than the women at the office already doing everything they can (chapter 8 will discuss in greater detail how to have this conversation in your relationship).

The problem with marriage today is that it has retained the same social role, while having a completely different contracting structure and a totally different value proposition to women. These are major cultural shifts that have wide-reaching implications beyond married couples. The changes that altered married life have impacted single life, too. Along with the revolution in workforce participation for women came a revolution in reproductive control that promised women freedom to pursue longer periods of career investment without needing to get married just to access contraception (or avoid the stigma of unwed births), as documented by Claudia Goldin and others.15 And of course, greater reproductive control is important—crucial, in fact—for women to fully participate in society. But greater access to birth control has also allowed heterosexual couples to spend longer periods of time dating, which is much costlier to women with a shorter period of fecundity than it is for the men. And while relationship structures like ethical non-monogamy and polyamory offer women more options, I’ve also heard so many young heterosexual women on the dating market complain jadedly that while offering putative freedom, these labels seem increasingly like pretexts for men to have sex with multiple people while being accountable to none of them.

Amid all these challenges, women who recognize what a struggle it is to find an equitable relationship, or to juggle a career and family—and therefore choose to stay single or not to have children—face a constant blaring societal disapprobation telling them they need to get married and are responsible for the falling birth rate that will lead to the collapse of society.



Meanwhile, at work, women face discrimination, harassment, microaggressions, and other forms of bias that make ascending the career ladder a steeper climb. In this perfect storm of circumstances, it is structurally impossible to succeed (at least, with our well-beings intact) in any domain. And yet, the advice we receive from experts of all varieties implores us to do more or work harder or get up earlier or be more organized, as if we aren’t already extended beyond our capacity and feeling guilty about all the ways we still come up short.

And that’s why we’re so goddamn tired all the time.

All our lives, we’ve been told we can do everything men can do, that we should hold ourselves to their same standard of achievement. But not only are we being graded on different tests, we are given a fraction of the time to study for it. In the next chapter, I’ll share more about my “so tired” story and how making big changes in my life made me realize that we don’t have to put up with this unsustainable status quo.









Chapter 2

Leveling Up Instead of Leaning In

the covid-19 pandemic was a tragic, devastating crisis in New York City and across the world, with profound, life-changing impacts that continue to endure. For me, it also served as an important wake-up call. Working from home without childcare for thirteen weeks, I had no choice but to let go of the drive to make academic progress (and with it, accept that I might not get tenure at my current job) and simply spend time taking care of—and more importantly being with—my then two-year-old. We went to Central Park every day. We watched the very first flowers bloom, then blossom, then give way to other colors. We watched leaves bud and then open, like a Robert Frost poem, the palest green, with the light filtering through the woods, before turning into full, leafy lushness. We saw fish protecting nests in the pond, then tiny squiggling black lines that turned into guppy-size creatures a few weeks later. And I watched my son, K, as he turned from two to three, learn language, express himself, grow slightly slimmer in the legs and face, grow more restless with carrier walks, eager to be free. And I realized just how much I was missing by commuting and juggling so much all the damn time.

When in-person work sprang back with a vengeance, I returned to carrying the breadwinning load and the home production load and feeling like I was failing at everything all at once. But this time, I knew that Something. Had. To. Change.



My marriage hadn’t started out like this. Or maybe it had, but I just hadn’t realized. I didn’t see the seeds being planted that would necessitate me taking on more labor as our lives grew more complex. I thought I had married a feminist, but we got together when I was twenty-one—what did I know? At the time, like so many of my students, I was focused solely on career plans. I didn’t know if I ever wanted kids, and I certainly hadn’t thought about what sharing that load would look like. I had just graduated college and was working at McKinsey, a top global consulting firm, when I started dating my future ex-husband, who was employed by a rival consulting firm. We both worked a lot and traveled a lot. I was out of town Monday through Thursday, so there was no need to think about weeknight meals, and we mostly ate out with friends on weekends. When we moved in together, sure, we had to navigate keeping the place clean, but considering I was making what felt to me like a fortune and living in an affordable neighborhood, we sprang for a house cleaner. He had a child from a previous relationship and flew to see them (I’ll call them A), every six weeks or so. I had grown up with divorced parents and knew how hard it was for me that my dad was absent for important milestones. So when I decided I wanted to go to grad school, I talked to my then boyfriend about moving someplace closer to A so he could be more present in their life.

Suddenly, with a young child regularly staying in our home, weekends were about more than just hanging out with friends. There was a lot of work to be done . . . and I noticed I was the one doing it. Buying clothes, creating a cozy space for A, preparing healthy meals and snacks. In addition, without the consulting travel lifestyle, we were spending a lot more time at home, and that meant needing . . . groceries. Laundry. The mundane chores that make everyday life possible. The inequalities started to pile up. I blogged about “useless man syndrome,” where men plead incompetence to avoid tasks that aren’t actually skill-based. We fought. Grudgingly, he took on more tasks. At this time, balancing out the reality that I was doing more of the home production was the fact that he was making more money. I was living on a grad student stipend, while he had continued working at a corporate job. He paid for dinner out. Instead of doing the laundry, he paid for dry cleaning. It felt like enough. We got married.

My friends remind me I almost called it off, taking an emergency trip to visit my two best friends from college when he failed to do his assigned wedding-planning tasks while I was doing fieldwork in Zambia. But I was distant from my natal family and felt, for the first time, between him and A, that I had a little family of my own. I was in love—we could figure the rest out, right?

I graduated and accepted a job at Wharton, commuting from Jersey City (essentially a borough of Manhattan) so we could stay close to A’s mom. Always the feminist, I bristled when people asked if I was commuting for my husband’s job. “No! I have a stepkid,” I replied. Then, with an ironic chuckle . . . “If it were his job, he’d be the one on the train!” There was another period of adjustment, since my commute meant I wasn’t around to handle the daily cooking duties. But meal kit services were just gaining popularity, and we happily paid the premium so we could share that task. We were both working, life was still relatively cheap, and we found ways to solve many of our problems with money. My commute was tiring, but it felt doable.

Then, all at once, like someone had flipped a switch, I felt ready to have a baby. I couldn’t picture juggling an infant and commuting to another state every day, so first I tried to find a job at NYU or Columbia. When that didn’t work, we briefly considered buying a second place in Philly, with the idea that we’d live there during the week and maintain a weekend place in New York. But I could see that A needed more from us than that. So we bought a condo in Manhattan, I got pregnant, and I redoubled my efforts to find a new job.



I liken what happens next to the experience of turning up the difficulty level on a driving video game. At slow speeds, you’re able to take the turns, avoid your opponents, and navigate safely to victory. Then you get cocky, turn up the speed, and are suddenly careening wildly off the track and exploding into a fireball.

Around the same time my son was born, A began living with us full-time, so we went from having zero full-time kids to two. I found my brain, my heart, my very being irrevocably transformed by the experience of having a newborn. I was attuned to his every need. Stressed beyond measure by his smallest discomfort. And . . . sleep-deprived, painfully learning to breastfeed, and recovering from childbirth. My husband seemed relatively unaffected.

Perhaps we had never been the seamless unit that I’d imagined (or wanted so much I’d hallucinated its existence), but we suddenly felt out of step on everything. I needed someone to move with me in unison, to contribute to the functioning of our family because we were supposed to be in this together. To see that the baby needed to be held and pick him up. To see that I was struggling with laundry and fold what was in the basket. To read the book on infant sleep and share the advice with me.

The books . . . there were so many of them. On pregnancy, breastfeeding, starting solids, baby motor development. I joined the Facebook groups, too, on every aspect of newborn life. And in all of them were other women, other moms. There were no men for miles around.

The theory of feminism that I had been so devoted to was crumbling down around me. I had rejected gender roles. Clung to the belief that men and women could be equal if we only tried hard enough. That marriage could be equal. That my career could be equal to my male colleagues’. But giving birth was not a gender-neutral event. (Note: because this book deals with data, and thus averages, it will at times be cis and heteronormative, but all the things written below could apply to anyone who gave birth.) My husband and others with pregnant wives weren’t dealing with physical exhaustion and nausea or physical therapy because their pelvic bones were separating too much. They didn’t have to recover from perineal tearing or a C-section and rebuild their bodies. They didn’t have to learn how to breastfeed, call lactation consultants, get a new wardrobe. My male colleagues would be back to work as usual within a week of their partners having a baby. I didn’t see any dads racked with guilt about returning to work and leaving their infants in day care, as I was. And when they returned, they didn’t have to schedule meetings around pumping or find small rooms with electric outlets and a door that would lock so that they could produce sustenance for their babies—while also checking email. The new mom support groups I went to were, of course, all women . . . desperately trying to navigate being in charge of another life. Meanwhile, our husbands continued to be the centers of their own universes.

The Squeeze

A little less than a year after K was born, my husband left his job to start his own business. In theory, this might have made things better—more flexible hours, more time to help at home—but the reality was the opposite. He didn’t stop working or requesting (feeling entitled to?) equal time to work; he just stopped earning money. Suddenly, I was doing the majority of the home production and was the sole breadwinner. I wanted to be supportive—I wanted him to follow his dreams and find his own success. But I also couldn’t shake the growing sense of unfairness, or the deep-in-my-bones weariness from the load I was carrying. Commuting, parenting, trying to publish and keep my job, remembering things either kid’s school needed from us, making sure we ate healthy food that managed everyone’s dietary preferences and sensitivities, fighting the entropy of four people in an NYC apartment, returning Amazon packages, protecting against bedbugs, trying to recycle or give things away so as not to create waste, composting.
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