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AUTHOR’S NOTE


When I conducted interviews and collected stories for this book, I wanted women to speak freely. I told them they didn’t need to censor themselves or worry that they could inadvertently say something that could damage their careers.


Unless someone gave me explicit permission to use her name in connection with a specific quote or story, I’ve shielded her identity and just noted her role and a company name or industry.









INTRODUCTION


A couple of years after I finished business school, there was a point at which all of my friends were pregnant. It was like a chain reaction via email: “I’m having a baby in January!” “Me too!” “I’m due in November!” Though it felt like a bizarre coincidence, it shouldn’t have. Having established a little professional stability, it made sense that it was “time” to start families. But this sudden sense of community was particularly striking, because before this email exchange, I—like many newly pregnant women—had felt terribly alone. It was an epiphany to know that I wasn’t. (It doesn’t help that we’re expected, even encouraged, to keep our pregnancies secret until the end of the first trimester.)


No one talks about pregnancy in professional terms before you get pregnant. You might have a colleague who has taken maternity leave, or you might have done some digging during your interview process to find out what the policies were. But there’s no coursework or formal training in how to keep your career on track when you have a baby. My friend Margo called it “the missing class” in our MBA educations. “It would have been a lot more practical for me,” she said, “than the price elasticity of demand and microeconomic theory. Should we send a note to the dean?”


Many women, for instance, are astonished to find that they aren’t entitled to any paid parental leave after the birth of a child; to get any paid time off they need to cobble together accrued vacation time or sick leave. To really give us the advance notice we need to save enough funds, this information should be shared in high school—never mind in college or graduate school.


Another astonishing thing: how deeply ingrained and pervasive bias can be. Many women encounter bias from other women, from colleagues with young families, from self-proclaimed feminists, and from companies that trumpet their commitment to supporting women. There’s this overwhelming sense that if you’re at the “right” company, in the right job with the right manager, you’ll be okay—but even in the very best of circumstances, you may find yourself derailed. I did.


In 2010, I graduated from Columbia Business School with a plum job lined up on Wall Street. I say “plum” because I consciously chose it; I had a strong sense of what I wanted, and I researched it carefully before deciding. For starters, a commission-driven business-development role appealed to me: generate X revenue for the firm, get paid Y dollars. Clear, quantifiable metrics of success seemed perfectly aligned with having a family: if you were meeting or exceeding your goals, who could question your commitment? And since so much of the job was about meeting with clients, I could bend those meetings around my schedule. The concept of forced face time (the act of physically being present at the office, to signal that you’re working hard) was less relevant in this position, so ducking out for a pediatrician visit or coming in after school drop-off felt very feasible.


One particular firm courted me aggressively, and whenever I sat down to meet with a woman, I asked her about balance and family. I raised those questions candidly, whether it was an off-the-record informational session or a formal interview, and I think I received candid answers.


At the time, I talked to every woman I could. Pretty soon after I started my job, I realized I had in fact talked to all of them—and the private banking division of this global investment bank had only a handful of nonadministrative women. I should have seen that red flag early on: on the day when I received my job offer, two managing directors took me to lunch. After we made all the requisite small talk, they asked me to join the firm, and I asked offhandedly what percentage of the division was female. But while I had requested a number, they answered me in names. “Well, there’s _____, _____, _____ in New York and _____ in Boston. We’ve got _____ in San Francisco, and _____ in Chicago.” Now, I don’t think it was an exhaustive list, but they were doing the mental equivalent of counting their (nonsecretarial) female employees on their fingers.


I saw this overwhelmingly male culture as an exciting challenge. I was sure I had more mettle than the women who’d come before me; I was more tenacious and assertive. I believed that—if I wanted it badly enough, if I worked hard enough—my gender need have nothing to do with my ability to succeed on Wall Street.


And I was right—for a while. The same calculated, meticulous, incessant follow-through that had served me well in previous jobs was starting to work for me in this role, too, and the firm noticed. In one of our quarterly check-ins, the managing director who ran the New York office—essentially my boss’s boss—told me that, in a field with a notoriously high attrition rate, he believed I was their best hope for success out of our incoming MBA class. Soon after, I announced my pregnancy, and I told him (and everyone else who would listen) I planned to take only six weeks of maternity leave. I was up-front and emphatic about an abbreviated leave because I wanted to signal how committed I was to the job and show my managing director that his confidence in me was justified.


But a couple of weeks later my doctor, concerned about preterm labor, told me, “I want you off your feet. You should be working from home 75 percent of the time.” From that appointment I went straight to my office, having emailed my direct manager en route. I packed up my laptop, pulled together documents for face-to-face meetings, got a network-access encryption key from IT, and left. I was scared, but not about my job: I could make phone calls and send emails from anywhere. This wasn’t going to slow me down.


The first problems I encountered manifested as just red tape details. My encryption key wasn’t working, but IT couldn’t get to it right away, and they didn’t know how to install the phone software I’d need to make calls from home in compliance with company policy. But then, because it looked like I was progressing toward labor, I had a few emergency trips to the hospital. I was 23 weeks pregnant; if you deliver at that gestational stage, there’s only a 10 percent survival rate. “If you can get to 24 weeks,” my doctor said, “it’s 50 percent.”


I fired off an email to my firm, sending it to both my boss and my HR contact. I explained that I had to be entirely off my feet, but emphasized that I would still like to work from home. I asked to set up some time to discuss logistics.


No response. Voicemails I sent to the same effect also got no response. I emailed the managing director who ran the New York office. Silence.


I did this every day for two weeks. I also started Googling “employment protection during pregnancy” and “how do I find an employment attorney.” Wracked with anxiety, not just about my baby but now also about my job, I asked my doctor what to do. Was I about to lose everything in one fell swoop? “Copy me on your emails to them,” she said. “Ask them what additional documentation they need.”


It worked: I got a call from Human Resources. The HR contact told me simply, “On Monday, you should call our insurance provider to initiate your disability leave.” She didn’t present it as a choice or offer me any alternative; the call lasted a few minutes and addressed only the human resource implications. No one asked me what I wanted. No one other than HR talked to me at all. I never heard from my direct manager, or the managing director of the New York office—the one who’d told me how promising my trajectory was.


And that was the last day I worked on Wall Street.


There’s a happy ending to this story, though it’s more of a happy middle: I delivered a perfectly healthy, full-term, six-pound baby named Logan. I also took a big mental step back to think about what I really wanted professionally. My career at the investment firm was dead. Since they had nudged me out in the middle of my pregnancy—before I could put a plan in place to cover the business I had been developing—I had virtually no hope of reengaging those prospects. So I worked on my résumé between breast-feeding sessions and started interviewing when Logan was just a few weeks old. By the time he was two months, I had accepted one of three job offers, at a nonprofit that trains outstanding educators to become school leaders.


When I called my firm to resign, I worked to keep my voice level despite feeling like I’d throw up. I explained that I believed I had been the subject of pregnancy discrimination—and that I couldn’t imagine returning to a workplace that treated women as I had been treated. I had one request, and that was for an exit interview with a senior manager—so I could make sure someone in a decision-making role was aware of my experience.


In hindsight, there’s a fair amount of ambiguity about what exactly I experienced. Were the actions of my firm (or inactions, in this case) discriminatory, or were they more of an indicator of general incompetence or bureaucratic bungling? Why were so few women doing the theoretically family-friendly job I’d signed on for? Was what I’d experienced endemic? Were the men I’d worked with really that oblivious to what it takes to retain female employees? Or did they not really care about diversity, and see me (consciously or not) as a liability rather than as an asset?


Whatever it was that actually happened, I was certainly clear on how I felt: furious. I was appalled that this could happen to me—that it had happened to me. I weighed the long-term costs of carrying this rage around with me. I wanted to just let it go, but it wasn’t going to dissipate on its own. So I pursued mediation, at the invitation of my employers.


They set up a session with a mediator and the U.S. head of my division. I arrived in the morning with my lawyer; at around three o’clock, seeing that we were on opposite sides of a very broad chasm, I walked out. Here’s what I didn’t have: The sense of resolution I’d hoped for. A meaningful apology. An understanding of what would change. The belief that my experience actually meant something.


What I did have: the knowledge that I’d done the right thing, and the right to tell my story.


My experience was not universal; there’s no such thing as a universal experience when it comes to pregnancy and parenthood. But, despite my anxiety and heartache at being nudged out of my job, I count myself lucky. I landed on my feet: my base salary at my new job was actually higher than at the firm—and it was fine that I left every day at five o’clock. A year after that, I started weeSpring, finally answering the entrepreneurial calling I’ve felt since I was a kid.


My path hasn’t been a straight-line trajectory, and none of it has been easy. (I don’t think any parent would use “easy” to describe her life!) But it’s been—and continues to be—both fun and fulfilling. So while I wouldn’t change anything about where I’ve landed professionally, there are countless things I would have done differently along the way. There were a handful of things I did right, like realizing I’d landed myself in the wrong job and needed a path out, and not signing any post-resignation documents without consulting a lawyer. But so many things that could have been easy seemed painfully complex, like understanding short-term disability. And even the things that seemed simple felt fraught. Not knowing exactly which and how many forms I needed to complete gave me that pervasive sinking feeling that I’d forgotten something important. Even just telling colleagues and clients that I was pregnant was a sweat-inducing experience: When should I tell them? What should I tell them? What would they say? Then—once I returned to work—there were the logistical hurdles, like arranging a pumping schedule around meetings. I made countless missteps along the way, both big and small, and I’ve seen my friends and peers struggle similarly.


Federal policy is way behind the curve when it comes to protecting women. We have no national policy affording paid parental leave, which puts women and their families in significant financial binds. There are some protections against discrimination, but it’s hard to prove discrimination—never mind shoulder the emotional and financial costs of litigation.


And even with groundswell political change, attitudes and culture are ingrained. As one woman put it: “People have their views on pregnant women and mothers.” Often, those views have nothing to do with you, or how hard you work—and they’re not going to shift overnight. So while we have to work within the reality we’ve got right now, know that this road has been trod before. I want this book to deliver to you that same epiphany I had when I realized several of my successful, ambitious friends were also pregnant. You are not alone.


In lieu of that Pregnancy and Your Professional Life class we never got, with this book I offer you a step-by-step guide to making it to the other side of motherhood with your career intact and on track. My goal is to help you avoid the landmines by sharing the stories of countless women like you who successfully traversed the minefield. And while there’s no single right answer to most of the questions working mothers face, I hope the insights in this book will help you move from open-ended questions to multiple-choice ones. Consider this a Choose Your Own Adventure guide.


Back when I was in business school, I met with a woman who’d made managing director soon after her babies were born. “Live close to where you work,” she told me. “Time you’re spending commuting is time you’re doing neither of the things you care about.” The simplicity of that statement stuck with me, and I realized there are so many, many little things you can do to smooth your path—especially if you know what they are ahead of time.


I wanted to find out what those things were; I wanted to make it easy for other women to figure out how to make work work. Over the course of six months, I conducted extensive interviews with more than fifty highly successful women. I collected feedback and data from thousands more, sifting through the 1,800 pages I’d compiled of their advice. Put simply, I did the research so you don’t have to.


You’ll see I cite a lot of women working in big jobs at big companies, but I collected stories and insights from women all over the professional map. I heard from pastry chefs, ER doctors, legal assistants, schoolteachers, hotel managers, and nearly every other professional imaginable. Nearly 80 percent of the women who responded to my survey had income below $100,000, with about half of the total falling in the $50,000 to $99,000 range. The common thread among all is that they’re invested in their professional lives. Their jobs are more than a paycheck, and they want to continue to grow in their careers.


A lot of the advice you’ll find in this book is specific to the stages of pregnancy and parenthood, like sharing the news and prepping for your return. But it’s also all about context; being aware—early on—of the realities of life as a working mother gives you time to make a plan. These pages are rife with quotes from women sharing what they did, or wish they’d done, before getting pregnant.


Part 1, Making Your Plan, covers everything you’ll need to know or do before your baby arrives—whatever your situation. For any woman striving to maintain her nameplate on her desk while she brings a new baby into the world, chapters 1 and 2 detail managing pregnancy in a professional setting and preparing for maternity leave. There you’ll find out how to initiate conversations with your manager and colleagues about pregnancy, and how to make sure your job gets done—well!—in your absence. The following two chapters apply to specific cases. Chapter 3 concerns women seeking a new role during pregnancy or maternity leave; chapter 4 outlines what to do should you find yourself the subject of discrimination. If you get sidelined as I was, you’ll know to whom you can turn and what your options are.


Part 2, After Baby Arrives, covers your post-baby life, from making the most of maternity leave to reassimilating into the office without getting mommy-tracked. I go in-depth on childcare, because I—and many of the women I spoke with—believe that finding the right caregiver for your baby is critically important to your professional success.


Part 3, Paying It Forward, is a hands-on guide to making a difference, both for yourself and for the women who’ll come after you. There you’ll learn not just what you can do on an individual level, but what you can ask your company to do as well.


You can also join in the conversation at herestheplanbook.com, which has additional resources, including everything from a printable checklist of questions to ask HR to a primer on running a background check on a nanny.


So, again, while Here’s the Plan is a play-by-play guide, it’s also about preparedness. Start weaving your safety net as early as you can. Work your tail off and get ahead. As one commanding officer in the U.S. Navy said, “Pay it forward when you’re young and have the energy,” since that’s when you’re building the political and reputational capital you may need to cash in on later. But for now, in her words, “blow through their expectations.” Even if you’re moving on to another employer, your reputation will follow you.


Meanwhile, you can also start practicing at making your career and your personal life fit together. Even the most progressive, family-friendly company isn’t going to solve that problem for you: you need to take ownership of that yourself. One woman likened the lead-up to having (and raising) children to running a marathon. “It’s not about waking up and running 26.2 miles. It’s getting up on Wednesday and running 3 miles, then doing 5 on Saturday.” Think of this book as your trail map, letting you know where the hills are—even if you’re not yet ready to run the whole course.


So let’s get going!









PART 1.


MAKING YOUR PLAN









CHAPTER 1


THE INS AND OUTS OF FAMILY LEAVE


In my early twenties, when all I cared about was work, pregnancy and parenthood seemed a million years away. I assumed that, when the time came, I’d be one of those women who goes into labor at the office, envisioning this as the ultimate demonstration of commitment to one’s career.


Sure, when I had actual children, I would need to shift my priorities a bit, maybe working remotely on occasion or coming in after school drop-off a couple of days a week. But pregnancy? Pregnancy was nothing. I was a force of nature, and being pregnant would not slow me down.


Well, it turned out that pregnancy is a very real and literal force of nature. I saw early signs of that among my colleagues; I worked with one woman who was vomiting so much and so forcefully that she had to be put on an IV. She’d plod into the office after barfing at home for two hours, steely-eyed and determined to make it through the day, but I’d look over at her during meetings and see in her clammy, gray face that she was struggling. This was before “hyperemesis gravidarum” was a known term (made famous by the Duchess of Cambridge), so my colleague’s state seemed both horrifying and rare. On the other end of the spectrum, I had heard women share—with wonder, their hands resting gently on their bellies—how pregnancy was so incredible. But even if you’ll be in the happy, glowing camp, you’re still looking at a prolonged absence from your job.


For that, planning is crucial, and from much earlier on than you’d expect. I have always been a planner, so naturally I had a plan for my maternity leave from my Wall Street job: I’d proactively send an email to my external contacts; I’d have a colleague keep an eye on any open accounts; I’d neatly wrap up any other loose ends; and I’d be back in the office six weeks after giving birth.


Of course, as I shared earlier, none of those things happened: I had serious complications at just 23 weeks, and I didn’t set foot in my office again. In hindsight, there’s not much I could have done differently; I had a plan, but I had no time to execute it.


What would have made a difference would have been understanding and accepting that there’s nothing reliably predictable about pregnancy. We’re regularly told what “usually” happens when one is pregnant: if you suffer from morning sickness, you’ll usually start to feel better around 12 weeks; women usually love the second trimester; first pregnancies usually deliver a little late. But here’s the thing: you might be unusual—in fact, in some regard you probably will be. So advance planning is essential.


The first step is wrapping your head around what your time away from work will mean for you.


WHAT TIME AWAY MEANS


I talked to dozens of women who felt deep, bone-shaking anxiety about taking maternity leave. Some were panicked at the thought of a three-month black hole of work left untouched during their absence. Others were concerned about their career trajectory, especially if making accommodations for that leave would require them to start saying “no.” For some, the “no” wasn’t just about broadly declining additional responsibility; it was tied to very specific and practical things that would be impossible. For example: “No, I can’t be in Dallas in March because I’m having a baby in February,” or, “No, I won’t be able to lead the due diligence on that deal because I’ll be on maternity leave for half of it.”


And given the sorry state of paid leave in our country—which I’ll outline in detail—there are also major financial implications to taking leave. One woman wanted to take the full time she was afforded under the Family and Medical Leave Act (twelve weeks), but was eligible for only six weeks of paid leave—so she took the other six weeks unpaid. “Your financial life stops,” she said, “for almost fifty days.”


       “After trying for seven years to have a baby, it never occurred to me to think about what would happen when I did.”


         —A NONPROFIT CEO, NEW YORK CITY


For other women, the fear took a more ominous tone: they feared they’d fooled everyone into believing they were valuable. If they left, what would happen if no one missed them? Would it finally become clear to their colleagues that they weren’t really contributing? This is a classic example of impostor syndrome, wherein one feels incompetent or unqualified—and on the verge of being exposed as such. In The Secret Thoughts of Successful Women: Why Capable People Suffer from the Impostor Syndrome and How to Thrive in Spite of It, Dr. Valerie Young profiles countless household names who have feared they’re frauds, including Maya Angelou, Tina Fey, and Meryl Streep. Sheryl Sandberg also discusses it in Lean In. Impostor syndrome is painfully common in women.


And then there are the women who truly believed (and in many cases rightfully so) that their companies couldn’t operate without them. Not working meant that whatever they’d been doing would come to a screeching halt. The most talked-about instance of this was Marissa Mayer’s highly publicized two-week maternity leave, which was scheduled to happen just a few months after she’d been named CEO of Yahoo. I remember that news cycle as a whirlwind of contradictions, with comments like “It’s groundbreaking that a pregnant woman has been named CEO of a public company!” being countered by “It’s destructive of her to be suggesting women don’t need to recover after childbirth!”


During my first pregnancy, I felt I’d be leaving my company (and career) in the lurch, and so I declared I’d take minimal leave. At the time I was a sole operator in a commission-based business-development role, which meant if I didn’t do something, it didn’t get done. I landed on that six weeks estimate by interrogating a woman who’d just had her third baby. She told me, very bluntly, that it wasn’t an option for her to take time off. “I’d lose my clients. They expect to hear from me, not an assistant.” She hired a baby nurse and worked from home.


The second time around, I was running a startup—and I took a different approach. Soon after I shared that I was pregnant, I started moving things off my plate and onto others’. First I created an extensive document of my responsibilities (which is a good exercise for anyone, pregnant or not). I prioritized the responsibilities, and identified a new “owner” for many of them. I then shared this document on the cloud with the team, so everyone could see who was handling what. This process also shored up their confidence that we could hold things together without my being involved in the day-to-day operations.


But the most empowering, and unexpected, benefit of this planning was that a lot of things didn’t get a new owner. They just didn’t get done. The exercise was enlightening, forcing me to identify what I spent time on that wasn’t mission-critical. Sending a monthly email update to investors? A good idea, certainly, but they’d be fine with quarterly updates. Leading content syndication deals with partner sites? While that could be a game changer if I pulled it off, it was also a huge long shot—and I couldn’t afford to invest my time in long shots. Other women echoed how illuminating it was to just stop doing part of their job and discover there were limited consequences. One referred to the startling revelation that parts of her job “could get iced for three months if they had to be.”


Of course, this kind of streamlining becomes second nature once you’re juggling your work life and your kids, but it’s a powerful thing to act on while pregnant because it gives you a preview of your office during your absence. One woman started working from home two days a week during her pregnancy, essentially running a maternity drill for her team. “I wanted them to get some practice at not having me around while I could still keep an eye on things.” Similarly, taking stock of the nonessentials—and putting them on the back burner—before you take leave gives you a chance to assess whether or not the company can operate without them.


Another thing to consider: whether you’ll want or need to take some time off prior to the birth of your child. Those federally mandated twelve weeks can start to shrink if you want or need to tap into those days before delivering. Some women are emphatic that you should work up until you deliver—not just to show commitment to your career, but also because it buys you more time with the baby. Their decisions were compounded by the fact that they weren’t sure when they’d deliver, so they could wind up miscalculating by two weeks or more. They said things like, “I didn’t want to waste my maternity leave.” But others felt that pre-baby time couldn’t be further from “waste”—that it’s absolutely essential to give yourself the physical and mental break before embarking on what one woman referred to as “the road to perpetual exhaustion.” And some women had no choice at all: for medical reasons, they had to bow out of work early. One woman I interviewed delivered at 28 weeks, then returned to work six weeks later while her baby was still in the neonatal intensivecare unit. Though that period was harrowing and miserable, with that early return she was able to take her remaining six weeks once her baby came home from the hospital.


Some short-term disability policies will cover things like pregnancy bed rest without diminishing your maternity leave, but that’s a question only your HR department can answer. You’ll also want to ask HR what your leave options are. That’s covered lower down, starting with “Overview of Family Leave in the U.S.” Some fortunate women have a say in how they’ll structure their leave. Lately companies have started making headlines by announcing extended leave policies, such as offering flexibility for paid time to be used at any point up until baby’s first birthday, or, in the case of Netflix, offering “unlimited” time off.


For women who are afforded choice, the next step is figuring out how long you can afford—professionally, financially, and emotionally—to take time away from career life.


HOW LONG IS ENOUGH? HOW LONG IS TOO MUCH?


To get right to the point: deciding on the length of your maternity leave before you’ve had a baby is completely backwards. For one thing, you’re about to undergo the biggest life change you’ll ever face, commencing with a physical feat I’ve heard some women equate with running a marathon without any training. Regardless of how prepared you think you are, there’s really no way to predict how you’re going to feel mentally and physically—never mind deciding when you’ll be ready to return to business as usual. So if you get to choose the length of your leave, you have to make that choice blindly.


Because there’s no broadly mandated paid leave in the U.S., duration of maternity leave is primarily a financial decision for many families. To give yourself more flexibility on the financial side, one woman advised starting a separate bank account pre-baby and diverting a portion of your take-home pay into it so you have a fund you can dip into in those weeks or months with no paycheck. If you’re not yet pregnant, I cannot emphasize this enough: start now.




 






PAID MATERNITY LEAVE IS NOT A GIVEN


           Countless women told me that they were floored to learn that their companies didn’t offer fully paid maternity leave. Many received no pay at all, while others received just 60 percent of their paychecks for six weeks. One academic told me, “I financed my maternity leave with a credit card.”


                  Every year, Working Mother magazine publishes a survey of the top 100 employers for women; in addition to stats on teleworking and the number of women executives, it includes data on the amount of parental leave offered. Of the 100 companies considered most friendly to working women, only 18 percent offered twelve or more weeks fully paid. More (19 percent) had only four weeks of leave paid in full, with the average landing at just 7.5 weeks. And that’s the most hospitable companies!


                  Brittany Griffin is a former teacher who now works at an education-focused technology company. She was pleasantly shocked to learn they covered twelve weeks at full salary, but she saw it as an embarrassment of riches. She had friends who worked in medicine who had to go back before their C-sections had fully healed; another friend who was a waitress started taking shifts a week after her baby was born. “I couldn’t tell any of my friends I had twelve weeks paid,” she said. “I don’t know anyone who got their full salary for that long.”






 





Jane Barratt, founder of GoldBean and the former head of a global advertising agency, told me that she financed a yearlong maternity leave by selling half of the Apple stock she’d bought in her twenties.


Twelve weeks is usually what you’ll see in companies where the leave policy is considered generous. Anecdotally, I found that companies that needed to be aggressive in recruiting top talent (like big law firms, who all compete against each other for top law school graduates) offered the “cushiest” packages. But the policy on the books and what people actually do can be vastly different. One lawyer shared, “It’s nice if you can actually afford to step away from your duties for that long,” but most women can’t.


“Three months is nothing,” one senior executive told me. “Nothing!” But because most people in major corporations don’t take more than one week of vacation at a time, it feels like an eternity—both to them and to their colleagues. The reality is that “few projects get done in three months, especially at big companies.” It’s less time than you think, both for the work you’re missing and the time you’re taking at home.


But while the difference between three months and four months may seem minimal, it’s incrementally huge for your newborn. At four months, she’s a “little less fragile,” as one of the moms I talked to phrased it, and she has more set rhythms. Your body is healed, and you’re probably feeling a little more confident. You’re probably also getting significantly more sleep—all of which benefits your baby.


Unfortunately, some companies have zero flexibility on this timeline. When one global marketing manager requested an unpaid extension on her leave, they flatly refused. “I hadn’t slept for twelve weeks, and I couldn’t give them a clear answer about how much more time I would need.” She thought it might have been two weeks, or maybe two months—but she realizes now that by being nonspecific she put herself in a poor negotiating position. The company told her they couldn’t hold her job, but she could resign and then call as soon as she was ready to come back. So that’s what she did, thinking it would be a quick reentry—but because the financial crisis hit around that same time, it wound up taking years.


While I’m not trying to fearmonger here, it’s worth doing your research now to determine what the contingencies would be should you want or need more time off. Ask other women who took leave, or talk to HR in broad terms about whether there’s flexibility if the family needs it. These conversations, particularly with people who have influence over your job, can be a tricky balance: you don’t want to signal any doubts about returning, but you also need context on policy and precedent if you’re going to try to secure an extension.


You can also survey other women in your industry to get a sense of what’s considered normal. The CMO of a publicly traded multinational company asked every senior-level mother in her organization—and friends outside—how they maximized their time, extended their leave beyond what was allocated on the books, and prepared for their departure. “There’s just no playbook for an executive leaving for three months.” Her research turned up a blood-boiling disparity: in France, employees of her company could take nine months’ paid leave, and there was a woman at her same level currently taking that length of leave at her full salary. But because she was in New York she was entitled to only three months, and even if she could take more, she feared it wouldn’t go over culturally. She ultimately took five months, using vacation days, personal days, and banking every other day possible for her maternity leave. The risk there, though, is that you go back with no accrued leave, so if your child is sick—or you are—you have to take an unpaid day.


Another woman, a partner in a venture capital firm where there were no other women, didn’t have a precedent to go by. She was pretty sure she wanted to take significant time with her new baby, but her partners were all married to women who stayed home full-time. She knew they already anticipated her departure—and not constructively so. In her first year one of her partners tried to dissuade her from attending an expensive conference. When she pressed him he said, “You could be here for eighteen months, go have a baby, and never come back. It’s not good ROI to spend $5,000 for you to go to this conference.” She was stunned, but took this as an early view at the partners’ mentality.


So she conducted a thorough analysis before she told them she was pregnant. “I knew that I would have to go above and beyond on planning and logistics,” she said, “and it had to be in a way that would make sense to them.” Fortunately she had a mentor, who worked at a different firm, who surreptitiously passed along data on the maternity leaves of a dozen women from other small investment funds, including how long they took and whether they were paid. Armed with that, she presented to her partners a one-page document with a bullet point reading, “[initials] at full salary for Q4” (“Q4” being her euphemism for “twelve-week maternity leave”). She spoke in their language, and it worked; they didn’t even blink at that line.


For some, policy is malleable. When media executive Fran Hauser sat down with her company’s HR specialist to discuss her maternity leave, she was shocked to learn she was eligible for only three or four weeks of the official maternity policy of thirteen weeks. Why? She was adopting, and the company didn’t consider it comparable. “I’m bringing home a newborn!” she told them. “I don’t understand why there’s a difference.” She fought it, enlisting her boss and another senior woman who’d adopted a child a decade earlier, and she won: the policy was changed company-wide. She felt she owed it to the other women she worked with, knowing that someone more junior raising this issue might not have succeeded. “I had a lot of women reporting in to me,” she said. “I was a mentor to them. It was my responsibility to speak up.”


A Preview of Post-Baby Capacity


In thinking about how much time you’ll need, the other major consideration is what life with a newborn actually looks like. I was clueless on this: I’d heard from friends that it was hard (obviously), but I was cloudy on what would be hard. The concrete things, like “You won’t have time to take a shower,” sounded like hyperbole. I knew people who’d had rough physical recoveries, and I’d heard complaints about lack of sleep, but I didn’t really have a sense of how that would affect me.


What wound up surprising me most was the enormous, radical impact of sleep deprivation. While we’re told newborns need to eat every two hours, we’re not always told those two hours are start-time to start-time. A breast-feeding newborn can take forty-five minutes to nurse. If you add in a diaper change, a trip to the bathroom, and a snack for you, you’re down to about an hour. So for those first couple of weeks, on average you’re getting sleep in one-hour increments.


That sleep deprivation has myriad effects. It’ll affect your appetite (you’re more likely to crave sugary foods) and your mood, but its most tremendous impact is on your cognition. The underslept brain doesn’t store new memories (like what your boss said in that meeting) as effectively, and suffers from diminished word recall. Sleep deprivation reduces your ability to concentrate, which will compound those memory problems further. It also impacts your decision-making: studies have shown that after a night of interrupted sleep, people are less risk-averse and more likely to make rash decisions—a phenomenon all-night casinos bank on. (We’ll cover the how and why of sleep deprivation in more detail later.)


Needless to say, this isn’t a mental state that’ll be constructive for your professional work, but too few companies consider this when setting their parental-leave policies.


Soon after my son was born, I vividly remember thinking—in abject desperation—that it would be twenty years before I again got more than two contiguous hours of sleep. Thankfully I was wrong, and by the time I went back to work at twelve weeks, Logan was usually waking up only once between 8:00 PM and 6:00 AM. But even that left me less than sharp.


There’s no such thing as “normal” when it comes to infant sleep, but we know a few things that researchers believe apply almost universally. First, circadian rhythms aren’t established until newborns are at least four months old—so until then, your baby can’t really differentiate between night and day. Second, the length of time babies can go between feedings (which also is the maximum they’ll sleep in one stretch) is tied to weight, not age, which makes it even harder to predict when you’ll achieve some regularity. So no matter how successful you’ve been in other parts of your life, infant sleep is not something you’ll be able to shoehorn into a rigid schedule.


Take that into account when you’re thinking about both your return-to-work date and your return-to-work plan. If you can factor in some flexibility—like a later start-time so you can grab a catnap in the morning, or some work-from-home days—it could improve your performance by helping you get the rest you need to function effectively.


Childcare Logistics


The ins and outs of managing childcare as a working parent are laid out in Chapter 6: Hiring a Caregiver, but how you’ll handle that transition should also factor into your thinking about your leave from work. Katie Duffy, CEO of Democracy Prep Public Schools, told me she couldn’t imagine staying away from work for twelve weeks. “Both our HR manager and my mom hassled me to think more wisely, so I messaged my leave as twelve weeks because I thought I would be back well before then.” But her childcare search pushed that out another two weeks, to fourteen total, because she hadn’t allowed time for that search early on. “I was working from home early on in my maternity leave,” she said, “when I should have been screening nannies.” Another woman told me she wished she’d built in more overlap time—so she’d still be at home when her nanny started taking care of her daughter—to give her time to get comfortable and build rapport with her caregiver. For parents taking their child to daycare, you might also want to consider reserving some of your leave for days your baby won’t be able to go in; you’ll soon learn how common both daycare facility holidays and unplanned sickness can be.


However you chart your childcare, there’s still a huge emotional hurdle to overcome: leaving your child with someone else. There’s just no way to know how you’ll feel about it until you’re in it, so consider preserving what flexibility you can.


Leave for “Secondary Caregivers” (a.k.a. Paternity Leave)


I bristle at the term “secondary caregivers” because it implies that someone is a “primary” caregiver and that parenting responsibilities aren’t divided equally. Cynthia Calvert, president of Workforce 21C and a senior advisor to the Center for WorkLife Law, advises companies to avoid terms like “secondary” and “nonprimary” caregiver in their leave policies because of the challenges inherent in enforcing a categorization like that. “Do they really want to police who is a primary and who is a secondary?”


But putting aside what it’s called when someone who wasn’t the birth mother takes time to bond with a baby, studies have shown that women whose spouses take parental leave have a lower incidence of postpartum depression and are also more likely to earn more over the course of their career.1 If his or her company is covered by the Family and Medical Leave Act (discussed below), your spouse or coparent is eligible for the same twelve weeks of unpaid leave that you are; some more progressive companies, like Facebook and Change.org, offer several months of paid parental leave for all parents. (That said, 65 percent of the women I heard from reported that their spouses had no paid parental leave—not even a measly week.)


But leave “offered” and leave “accepted” are still a long way apart: one of my friends told me that when her husband applied for parental leave he was ribbed by his colleagues. She was astonished. “It’s a family-friendly company,” she said. “All of these guys have kids.” It turned out that, while they were taking some time off when their children were born (one or two weeks, usually), no one was classifying it as parental leave. My friend told me—with considerable pride—about how her husband jumped through a series of bureaucratic hoops to get approved for his “parental bonding time,” as the company called it. “He was sending a signal that it’s important to afford that time to both parents.” Fathers filing for parental leave also demonstrate to their companies that having a baby isn’t solely a mother’s responsibility.


A new-father friend of mine took six weeks, saying: “It didn’t even feel like a decision. I was just going to do it.” He acknowledged, though, that it’s a luxury to think about paternity leave as a foregone conclusion. “I was just at the right company, at the right time, with the right people who shared my values.”


Many companies that offer paid parental leave will allow the parent to take that leave anytime in the first year after a child is born. A number of women I interviewed passed the parenting baton to their significant other after their own leave ended, at which time their spouses took a few weeks (and in some cases, a few months) to care for their three-month-old. “Partners can tag in and out,” one nonprofit executive said.


Never Enough Time


In soliciting insights and advice for this book—from hard-charging women, doing impressive jobs in a wide array of fields—I assumed most would be itching to get back to the office, eager to return to familiar routines and the satisfaction that comes from executing your job well.


Of course, there were plenty of those women, and I counted myself among them after my first pregnancy. I had gotten lonely, particularly because my husband started his MBA—which is a twelve-plus-hour daily commitment in the beginning—just days after Logan was born. After months alone with a newborn, I was hungry for some professional validation. My best friend from business school told a similar story: “I realized during maternity leave how much I thrive on feeling competent and smart and capable. Suddenly, I found myself in a situation where I didn’t know what I was doing. And all I wanted was to go do something I knew I was good at!”


But the vast majority said the time they took wasn’t enough—nowhere near enough—and would have taken more time if it had been financially or professionally viable to do so. “A twelve-week-old baby is just so, so tiny,” one woman lamented. “I couldn’t wrap my head around handing her over to a virtual stranger, but I had to do it.” Others had challenging recoveries, and felt they spent most of their leave trying to heal physically—with no real time left to “enjoy” their babies once they felt well enough to do so.


That healing is emotional, too. Three months after my second pregnancy I was gearing up to return to my startup when postpartum depression hit. Though I was mostly fine—in contrast to many—I was incredibly emotional. I was so grateful I had the luxury of working from home, which meant I could work around those tearful periods and get in a daytime nap.


So, again, for those women fortunate enough to have some leeway in the leave they can take, there are a number of different factors to consider. Coming up, I discuss the more nitty-gritty aspects of family leave, including both how to assess what your specific options will be and how to negotiate the best deal you can get. But first, let’s consider the FMLA.


OVERVIEW OF FAMILY LEAVE IN THE U.S.


Here’s some basic background on pregnancy and work in the United States.


The 1993 Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) guarantees up to twelve weeks of unpaid leave to recover from a serious health condition or to care for a newborn or adopted child or sick family member. It applies only to those who’ve worked with an organization or company for twelve months or more, and many small businesses (defined as having fewer than fifty employees) are exempt. In all, about 60 percent of the workforce is covered by the FMLA. Note that no provisions in the FMLA require that your employer pay you while you are on leave.


Rules at the state level can vary—and some are more generous to pregnant employees. Some states enforce the core provisions of the FMLA for companies with more than ten or fifteen employees, and a few states, like California, New Jersey, and Rhode Island, mandate some paid leave.


If you do have paid leave, it can come in all shapes and sizes. Some get their full salaries, some get a percentage; some get a few weeks, some get a few months. Your employer may pay you directly, or they might offer short-term disability insurance, which pays your salary or a portion thereof during leave. And though short-term disability varies by insurance provider and policy, generally it applies to both pregnancy complications and postpartum recovery. The amount of time a disability insurer will give you is capped; for a vaginal birth it’s usually six weeks; for a C-section it’s eight weeks. About 60 percent of the women I surveyed for this book received some short-term disability.


That’s something few people understand: if you anticipate getting pregnant in the next few years and have the opportunity to enroll in short-term disability insurance through your employer, get the most generous policy available. For a long time I conflated disability and long-term care, which I thought was just relevant for elderly people, but my short-term disability paid my salary for four months while I was on pregnancy bed rest.


In the states where everyone has access to paid family leave, that leave is funded by payroll deductions that pool into a statewide insurance policy. Like unemployment, the amount you’re paid during leave is capped at both a percentage of your salary and an absolute weekly benefit. In New Jersey, for instance, you could receive a maximum $604 in 2014.


Some employers step in and supplement your insurance- or state-provided disability. They might make you “whole” if your insurance only covers 60 percent of your salary, or they may opt to pay you directly for X weeks or months after your paid disability leave runs out.


All of that said, according to a report issued in 2014 by the Council of Economic Advisers, 28 percent of college-educated women receive zero paid leave.2 And these women surprisingly often have high-level jobs that you’d expect would afford paid leave as a benefit. A nuclear engineer who served in the U.S. Navy told me: “I haven’t yet found a company that has paid maternity leave. If there was one with six weeks of paid leave, I’d probably be working there!” When she had a baby, she couldn’t afford to sacrifice her salary for more than a month, so she started teleworking when her newborn was just four weeks old.


I want to let that sink in for a minute. A highly trained, highly specialized former Navy officer couldn’t find a job that offered any paid family leave, and so to pay her mortgage she had to return to work just one month after childbirth.


UNDERSTANDING YOUR EMPLOYEE HANDBOOK


Your employee handbook is the best place to start educating yourself on what’s ahead. (Note that handbook has become a misnomer, as it’s usually found on a company- or organization-wide intranet.) Unfortunately, at too many companies the official policy is opaque: they may tell you how much leave you can take, but not how much you’ll be paid during that time. One woman said, “The company policy is about a paragraph long. It didn’t tell me any of the specifics.” (Later, in the section “Crafting Your Leave and Negotiating It,” you’ll find a sidebar advising you what to do if your company doesn’t have a maternity leave policy.)


I’ve seen policies that say you’re eligible for twelve weeks of leave under the employer’s short-term disability benefit, but that fail to specify that the disability benefit for childbirth will cover only a maximum of eight weeks’ recovery time (and that’s for a C-section). If you didn’t know to ask, you’d likely assume you’d get paid for all twelve weeks.


I’ve noticed too that the language can be brusque and alienating, even when it’s in line with the tone used elsewhere. One government handbook reads: “There is no separate leave category called maternity leave. Leave for maternity reasons is a combination of as many as three separate kinds of leave: sick leave, annual leave, and leave without pay (LWOP).” A major media company requires that “the employee can certify that she is the ‘primary caregiver’ of the child and, as such, is responsible for the feeding, clothing, bathing, changing, and health of the child,” but doesn’t explain what this certification would entail. (Do they think employees are contracting themselves out as surrogates so they can bilk the company’s maternity leave policy?)


One woman I talked to learned she was pregnant three weeks after starting a new job at Yahoo. Though their generous new maternity policy was much touted (after the backlash they weathered when they eliminated their work-from-home policy), she couldn’t find information on when she’d be eligible for that leave. Was it immediate, and for all employees? Or did she have to be in her job for twelve months before she could take advantage of it? The short answer for her: everyone was eligible, regardless of tenure at the company. But that’s not always the case. One prominent New York financial services company gives twelve weeks of paid leave, unless you’ve been there less than one year, in which case you get just eight weeks. “I’ve taken two maternity leaves at my company,” one health care employee told me, “and I’m still not sure how they pay you. It almost feels like they don’t even want you to know what’s available to you.”


In some cases, the language is convoluted and complicated because companies are trying to comply with Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, which protects against sex discrimination. They’re required to give the same amount of paid “baby-bonding time” to women and men, though they are allowed to offer separate “childbirth-recovery time” exclusively to birth mothers. (Typically, six to eight weeks is considered the recovery time for an uncomplicated birth.) So they have layers upon layers of designations of the types of leave women may take—and how those women will be compensated during those particular layers of leave.


There’s so much confusion and ambiguity in company policies on parental leave that one enterprising expectant mother at a big financial services company—which has a reputation for being especially friendly to new mothers—created a PowerPoint document to clarify the policy and process. It included everything you need to know or do for maternity leave there, and it was passed around informally, friend to friend. If a company that’s considered progressive on family matters needs to have its policy voluntarily repackaged by an employee so it can be actually understood, we probably across the board need to revisit the way employers communicate with workers about their health and family life.


ASSESSING YOUR LEAVE OPTIONS


When the time comes to discuss your pregnancy with your employer, deciding whom you tell first—Human Resources or your manager—really depends on your relationship with your manager. Most of the women I talked to felt it was important to have their direct manager be the first to know at the company, but some wanted a clear understanding of what the company policy was before talking to their supervisor. Some women get the lay of the land by talking to a discreet coworker who recently had a baby. (If you opt to talk first with HR or a new-parent colleague, you may want to state up-front that you’d like to be the one to share the news with your manager.) I cover sharing your pregnancy with your boss and colleagues later on; for now, let’s look at the fine print of what your leave options are.


Regardless of when you speak to HR, don’t treat the initial meeting with them as the phase when you volley for what you need—that comes later. (And how to do so is covered in the section “Crafting Your Leave and Negotiating It.”) Treat the initial meeting with them as a fact-finding mission. Take notes throughout the conversation, and send an email afterward confirming your understanding of the policy. This is especially important: since few companies have a comprehensive policy in writing, there could be significant ambiguity, for instance, around your compensation model. If your compensation is partly based on commission off previous business, how will you receive those payments while on leave? If you are eligible for an annual bonus, is your bonus pool reduced because you’re working only 75 percent of the year?
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