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PRAISE FOR 
THE PARIS PARADOX





“I had every intention of skimming through this book, hunting for quick business takeaways. But after the first page I literally slowed down and savored Shemin’s beautifully written prose, enjoying a taste of the French life—every bit as productive, yet so much more meaningful and enjoyable. Thank you, Shemin, for showing all of us how to take a beat while still being our best selves at home and at work.”


—Lance Rosenzweig


CEO, Pitney Bowes


“In an age of endless hustle, Shemin offers a refreshing perspective—blending the French art of living with the American dream. Through stories backed by experience and data, she proves that mastery at work demands a certain richness in life. As businesses chase innovation, The Paris Paradox shows that creativity isn’t found in the glow of midnight screens but in the warmth of long lunches, vacations, and genuine human connections. A vital truth for our times—to lead better, we must first live better.”


—Pari Natarajan


CEO, Zinnov


“With The Paris Paradox, Shemin offers great insights and valuable strategies around lifestyle and mindset changes that will truly upgrade and change your life for the better. Her wise insights offer an essential and heartfelt guide to understanding and implementing changes to truly live life to the fullest.


I am sincerely grateful for Shemin kindly sharing perspectives around life–work balance and having it all. A must-read!”


—Larry Long Jr.


Founder and CEO, LLJR Enterprises, and Author of JOLT!


“For years, I envied my European colleagues’ work–life balance. Shemin delivers a step-by-step guide to making it a reality in America—practical, actionable, and long overdue.”


—Maria Weaver


Former Global President, Warner Music


“Shemin Nurmohamed skillfully blends a results-driven approach with a genuine passion for leadership, crafting a compelling strategy that emphasizes authenticity and understanding of the executive landscape. This insightful and engaging perspective strikes a perfect balance, offering practical advice on how to achieve personal and team success.”


—Laura Schwinn


Independent Director and Executive Advisor


“Nurmohamed gives us a road map for life–work balance that applies to thousands. Bring a pencil when you open this book. You will want to make sure you highlight its lessons.”


—Ana Chadwick


CFO, Insulet, and World Traveler


“Kudos to Shemin for breaking down what once felt impossible—achieving real work–life (or life–work) balance. A must read for anyone craving more freedom and fulfillment.”


—Silvano Sansoni


“Shemin Nurmohamed has managed to capture the timeless wisdom of the French into a road map that will materially improve your work and home life. A must-read book filled with life-changing insights!”


—Rahim Hirji


Executive VP, Avallain


“Shemin provides an eye-opening contrast between the working norms in France versus the United States and many other countries. These insights come with actionable suggestions for real changes in how to approach ‘life–work’ balance. Bring your highlighter—you will make a new to-do list that will lead to greater happiness for you and greater impact for your company or whatever type of organization you work in!”


—Colleen Ostrowski


Senior Vice President, Visa
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To those who yearn for more—more joy, more contentment, more balance, more meaning.


To the dreamers with a little Paris in their souls, who embrace life’s beauty with curiosity and passion.


To my husband, Fayyaz, and children, Qaahir and Aliya, whose unwavering support made every adventure possible—and yes, let this stand as the definitive word: The French experience was a great one.


And to the people of France, whose culture, spirit, and generosity have enriched my life immeasurably.




 


INTRODUCTION
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I’d been at IBM’s La Défense Paris office for almost three years. For all that time, despite enjoying my surroundings, I’d lived in an expat bubble at work. This was easy enough since my bosses were all American. Like them, I would grab a quick sandwich at lunch and get back to my desk as quickly as possible. Like them, I took fewer and shorter vacations than my French colleagues. Like them, I was always on call.


I’d started my career in the “strictly business” American style, and though it was demanding and uncomfortable, you could say it was my comfort zone.


My world began to change the day my friend Laura Miragoli pulled me aside. Laura was also an expat but of a very different sort. She was from Italy, and she’d blended into the French way of life instantly. The contrast between our lifestyles was immediately apparent. Although she worked in finance like me, she looked like she stepped right out of Vogue, with her Louboutin shoes with the red undersole and Hermes bag that perfectly matched her coiffed hair, makeup, and well-fitted suit. I had the slightly unkempt appearance of an overworked Canadian on my sixth cup of coffee for the day.


Ignoring the dark circles under my eyes—we had just closed the books on a particularly difficult quarter—she swept into my office, “Shemin, this is ridiculous. You have come to France. You are no longer American. You are French now. So, you are going to come with me and see how one should have lunch in a civilized country.”


She dragged me downstairs to the IBM subsidized cafeteria while I tried to mentally tally just how long I could justify being away. I usually only took ten minutes to pick up a panini from a shop down the street. Stepping into the room, it was clear I’d need significantly longer. A French cafeteria is not like those you might have experienced in an American high school. There are similarly long tables, but the meal is three courses à la carte. When Laura and I arrived, there was a fifteen-minute queue just to find a seat. Checking my watch, I already felt like I was running behind.


But that’s not to say I wasn’t enticed by the experience. The cafeteria was a bustle of friendly conversation and laughter. In the air were warm smells of butter, shallots, and chocolate. I couldn’t deny it felt like a pleasant diversion that far surpassed the mad race to the panini shop. Still, I had to get back.


I tried to make up some time by grabbing as few items as possible, but I was sandwiched between two people, and at each station, I was told I had to choose something. Appetizers, small main portions, cheese, a dessert: There was no escaping each choice. In the end, I chose salad vinaigrette, steak frites, and a macaroon.


Being used to how American meals played out, I fully expected that Laura and I would find seating where we could chat alone—or with a small group from finance. Instead, we sat down with a crowd, a mélange of people from across the entire IBM office. Feeling the minutes ticking away, I tried to salvage an excuse for not being at my desk by turning the conversation to business, but no one was willing to bite. Instead, everyone wanted to talk about life. One person across from me brought up their kids. Another farther down the table mentioned their recent vacation—they’d just returned from an active safari. Another still chatted on about their dog.


Business did come up from time to time, but it wasn’t the focus. It was a natural extension of a conversation whose only purpose was finding and establishing a connection.


Eventually, that conversation turned back to me and work. Someone asked me what I did, and I shared my most recent business problem around international allocation strategies. My American bosses had spent four months on it, and they couldn’t crack it. Saying this required a PhD to crack, they had handed it to me as if it was the most arcane and incomprehensible issue I’d ever face.


Instead of receiving sympathy and a sad shake of the head as I expected, one of the people listening immediately spoke up. “Oh, you should talk to Pierre. He works in treasury now, but originally, he created the allocation methodology. He knows all about that. Pierre!” They shouted at someone across the cafeteria. “Stop over here before you go.”


When Pierre eventually sauntered over—with the slow, satisfied steps of someone well nourished by a good meal—he did indeed know the solution to my problem. I was stunned. In a single lunch, I’d found a solution for a quandary that had plagued my bosses for four months. I still had months left to solve it myself.


Maybe there is something to these French lunches, I thought. After all, Pierre was in a different department on a different floor. We shared no direct contacts that I knew of. I never would have even met him if I hadn’t let Laura take me to lunch.


But it was time to get back. Lunch up to that point had taken an hour and ten minutes. Around me, the conversation was now accompanied by the clink of cutlery on recently emptied plates. With my business solution in hand, I sought an opportunity to make a run for it. But as soon as I tried to rise, a chorus called out. “Where are you going? C’est l’heure du café.”


Another twenty minutes passed over my café allongé (much to the disappointment of my colleagues, who strongly felt I should have ordered an espresso). My ten-minute lunch had turned into a full hour and a half. When I finally got back to my desk, I dreaded to think how far behind this adventure had left me. I already felt chronically behind. For months, I’d failed to complete each day’s to-do list. No matter how hard I worked—no matter how few breaks I took—I couldn’t check all the items off the list. How much worse would it be now that I’d lost ninety extra minutes of my day?


Yet when the day finished, I found, to my surprise, that I had actually done more than usual. I was so refreshed by my lunch, so invigorated by time away from thinking about business, that I’d come back with the energy and focus I’d been lacking.


For once, I’d put life first in the life–work balance, and it’d paid off twice. I’d solved an intractable problem, and I’d been more productive than I’d managed in months—and enjoyed a great meal!


As I left for the afternoon to return home to my family, I couldn’t help thinking, Maybe there is something to the French way of doing things.


The American Dream Versus the French Art of Living


Ninety-minute lunches spent building connections over great food—who wouldn’t want to live that way? Back in America, it sounds like a dream in every sense. Not only is it ideal—it seems impossible. And it seems unfair. Why do the French get to take a whole month off, build strong communities, and live in beautiful, picturesque towns? How did America get it so wrong?


The roots of these differences are deep. In the early twentieth century, in his book The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, Max Weber theorized that America is so work obsessed because of its religious origins. The country was founded by puritanical Protestants. One of their core beliefs was that God’s favor is visible in how an individual acts in the world and how fortunate they are. A hard worker who earned more than others in their community was clearly among God’s elect. And since being part of God’s elect meant eternal salvation, that was quite a prized position to be in.


Alternatively, southern Europe remained Catholic, a belief system that saw devotion to God usually pull individuals away from worldly concerns and wealth. Compare the megachurch preacher of modern America to a Catholic monk, and you can see how different these ideas are.


Whether this is true or not is still debated—some argue the difference has to do with how northern Europe industrialized and modernized into the capitalist system. Either way, we now live in a world with two distinct views on work: We either live to work or we work to live. The American dream is built upon the former. We rise and grind. We stay late and work through weekends. We scale endlessly. We brag about how little sleep we need. Nothing is as important as success, and there’s never enough success to challenge that assumption.


The French are undeniably capitalist in their economics, but they don’t view their lives in this way. While the French way may be slower, it includes far more room for the things we really live for: time with friends and family, good food and good conversation, community, and moderation.


Increasingly, this is proving not just a preferable way to live but a necessary one. Our society is in the midst of a loneliness epidemic. Burnout is no longer a rarity in business; it’s a constant threat. People are hurting from a lack of community and a life overwhelmed by work.


It doesn’t have to be that way. The French prove it. I believe we can reverse these trends—one person, one family, one company at a time. After all, I’m living proof people can change. And what you may find, if you join me on this journey, is that your work can improve right along with your life.


The Potential in Life–Work Balance


Reframing work–life into a life–work balance has many benefits. It offers us a chance to re-prioritize in a way that is more sustainable and pleasurable on a personal, communal, and even business level. On a personal level, these changes can improve your mental and physical health. Eating better, giving your body time to digest, taking time off, and building strong relationships—all of these have scientifically proven long-term benefits. As for family, these ideas can create the space to be as invested in your relationships as you’ve always wanted. After I adjusted to a life–work balance, I was able to drop off and pick up my kids every day. I had the time, energy, and focus to be present with them. They’re now in their early twenties, but they still know they are my priority in their hearts and heads—because I was able to invest my time in them early, when their worldviews were forming.


On a broader level, these changes can build stronger, more active communities in which loneliness is a rarity. When I look at my kids, I see how few opportunities they have to connect in physical spaces. That makes it very hard to develop the crucial social skills that we need to build friendships and work relationships. In a more balanced community, it’s more common to pull someone into a conversation or a meeting. It’s commonplace to bring someone coffee and engage in a chat. I’m confident we can rediscover these lost arts in America.


I know what you’re thinking, This all sounds great, Shemin, but what about the effects on business? The truth is the French life–work approach actually improves your chances of success in business. For the individual, rebalancing your life can help you create a recession-proof skill set. By building connections, in the same way I did at that first lunch, for instance, you increase your knowledge and capabilities. While working in France, I ended up making several lateral moves in my career, giving me experience in sales, finance, product management, strategy, and pricing. I learned a great deal about other departments simply through osmosis over a good meal.


As AI is integrated into the workplace, employers will increasingly look for expertise not in a particular skill but in creativity and elasticity. It’ll be about what you can learn and how you can connect ideas that will count. That’s exactly what this approach offers.


And this isn’t just useful on an individual level. France has long ranked as one of the most productive economies on the planet, not despite working in this way but because of it.1 A workplace designed around a life–work focus is a happier environment for everyone. It increases cross-departmental understanding, builds a stronger culture, and creates loyalty. There’s less turnover when people enjoy their workplace and feel it benefits the rest of their lives. Many workers will turn down higher pay for a workplace like that.


In the words of Richard Branson, “If you take care of your employees, they will take care of the clients.” That’s particularly true in a country where these ideas are so uncommon. Making these changes can really help your company stand out.


The life–work French approach may even offer a solution to the remote work standoff we’re seeing in many companies. Employees prefer remote work because they feel they lack the time to be with family and to live their lives. But work is less of a burden in France, where employees can expect long lunches, thirty-five-hour workweeks, five weeks off a year, and a strong communal experience in the office. Instead of struggling to see your spouse or your kids, you can be home for every dinner, have time every weekend, take long breaks to refresh yourself, and look forward to the strong relationships you’ve built in the office. If that were the deal on the table, how many more people would be willing to come back to the office?


Too Good to Be True?


That’s not to say there are no trade-offs when pursuing this realignment. In my own experience, I’ve found that the American approach to work will allow you to rise up the ranks faster. In making all those lateral moves in my career, it meant I moved up at a slower pace. I reached the top, but years after those who always put work before everything else.


There will always be people willing to work longer hours, give up weekends, and refuse to take vacations. Someone will always continue to skip lunch, and those individuals are likely to nab the next promotion.


In my opinion, though, this is an asset to the French way, not a deterrent. By rising more slowly, you’re better equipped for what is ahead. You can learn more and cement your foundations so that when you eventually do reach the top, you’ll truly be prepared for what the job requires.


Undeniably, though, this does mean you’re more likely to earn less early on because you’ll be trading money for time. Those workhorse colleagues of yours will beat you to the first opportunity for a bigger salary, allowing them to afford the new sports cars and bigger homes.


For those of you who prioritize those achievements over everything else, this book may not be for you. But if you’d rather have a healthy, happy, fulfilling life while you work, I feel this is a fair trade.


If you agree, you may have to find a different place to work. Culture is so important in attempting to implement these ideas—whether individually or top-down. There are companies out there that penalize workers for taking all their vacation time. Some businesses would rather let you go than allow you to take a longer lunch. These ideas won’t work in those environments.


This is actually why I’ve landed at Pitney Bowes. The company has a long legacy of putting its people first. In the early days of the twentieth century, the leadership at the company would hire immigrants and encourage them to take paid classes to help them learn English. They hired African American people and women and had them work side by side for decades before that was the norm. They held town halls to get a sense of the issues bothering workers. To this day, the company invests in the education of its employees and their families.


It’s the sort of environment where you can really live these values and implement them for others. Not every employer is like that. If you really want to incorporate these ideas, you’ll need to find a partner in your employer.


Finally, it’s important to recognize that this is not necessarily an “easier” way to organize your life and work. You have to invest the time to take the time. This means hard work, hitting deadlines, and proving your value to your employer. It means taking the time to train, invest in curiosity, build networks, and get things done. Remember, the French are not less productive than Americans—they actually get the same amount done in less time. If you want all the benefits, you have to commit to doing the same.


Your Table Is Ready


It took me years to really embrace the French approach to life and work. I started going to lunches in the cafeteria after that initial experience, but it was another six years before I started taking all of my vacation—and it was legally mandated that I do so. In fact, I only started taking it because my file was audited. HR came to ask whether I was being abused by my American bosses.


“Do you know, Shemin,” the HR representative said, “that you are even due extra holiday? As a mother and a woman over thirty-five, you are entitled to six full weeks a year.”


I had been taking two.


Reluctantly, I scheduled a few weeks off. When I came back completely refreshed, full of disruptive new ideas, and actually excited to return to work, that’s when I truly became a full convert.


Moving back to America years later, I discovered it wouldn’t be so easy to bring the French way with me. No one was going to demand I take all my vacation. No one was going to suggest a long lunch. We’ve grown accustomed to weak social bonds in the office and in our communities.


That is the central paradox of this book: How do you create that French life–work balance in a country that doesn’t even consider it a possibility? How can you remain successful and competitive—as an individual and a company—while implementing these ideas? How can you still grow in this environment?


Solving this paradox requires solutions that look a little different from how it’s done in Paris. It involves different compromises, insightful leadership, and creative adjustments. You might not be able to take that mandated three consecutive weeks between May and September, but you may be able to negotiate an extra week on top of the two you already have. You might not be able to live in a beautiful, walkable city, but you can find a town with a nice little downtown area and buy a house within walking distance.


Whether you’re an entrepreneur, a specialist, an executive, someone looking to retire who is perhaps nervous about how they’ll spend their time once they are free of work obligations, or a leader looking to improve the life–work balance for the people you’re responsible for, you have proven value that you can leverage. Use it.


To do this, though, it is much easier for those in a certain position. However, I believe these ideas are as valuable to a wage worker at McDonald’s as they are for executives at Fortune 500 companies, but the former don’t have the power or control over their time that the latter do. While some of you on an hourly wage may find it a bit more difficult to implement these concepts, there is still real value for you. I believe that anyone who has the talent, skills, and experience to demand more for themselves can be successful in this endeavor.


For those with the ability and motivation to embrace the French mode de vie, there is a path forward—even in America.




 


CHAPTER 1


The Art of Leisure
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Fayyaz and I had been married for about a year. I was finishing my final assignment in London, England, for the company I was working for. Our next move was clear: We were packing up our home in Toronto and heading to Vancouver. When I got back, Fayyaz had packed everything already. Not only that—he handed me two tickets to Paris. What a wonderful first-anniversary gift, I thought. A second honeymoon in Paris before our big move. What could be more romantic?


But Fayyaz was distinctly unromantic on the flight. In fact, I noticed he was rather nervous. After some bumbling about and failing to make eye contact, he sprang his real surprise on me: We weren’t visiting France; we were moving there.


Even worse than the “surprise,” Fayyaz had already signed a contract, one that he didn’t fully understand because he didn’t speak French. I did, and as I was reading through the various clauses, I soon discovered that my husband’s new company expected me to give up working. You can imagine how the rest of that flight went.


After the appropriate amount of time feeling sorry for myself, I was determined to make the most of this experience. After all, we’d be living in France. It was sure to be an adventure. We were settling in Chantilly, a pleasant small town just north of Paris with pre-Revolutionary charm—filled as it was with the elegant Château de Chantilly and its equestrian history. Within walking distance of our apartment, we’d have tree-lined canals and boulangerie carved into medieval buildings.


Despite what my husband’s contract said, I was determined to work. Over the next few weeks, while Fayyaz jetted off on assignment to Tajikistan, I went to every financial institution I could and submitted my résumé. Dressed in heels and my best business outfits, I went door to door. In total, I visited more than three hundred locations. But the whole thing was useless. Once those in the office had finished laughing, each explained in turn that without a work visa or a degree in finance, they couldn’t hire me.


I was puzzled by these encounters. It wasn’t the laughter or the exasperating red tape—I understood that. It was how empty all the offices were. It was the middle of the summer, and most institutions seemed to barely be running. What was going on?


Hitting a brick wall on employment, I focused on getting everything we needed for our new apartment. If I couldn’t find a job, I figured I might as well make us as comfortable as possible. Yet when I visited the shops, they weren’t just half empty; they were closed. On one door after another, I found signs that read, “Fermé pour les vacances 31 July to 24 Aug. Bonnes Vacances!” “Fermeture Annuelle,” or “Congés d’été.” Each establishment was shut—not for a day but for weeks. The same was true for the bakeries.


I’d never felt so out of place. Clearly, I was missing something. How did these small businesses survive when they shut down for a whole month of the year? Surely, they were all setting themselves up to go out of business.


Giving up once again, I decided I’d simply spend my time enjoying my new country. I’d play tourist for a while. So long, sleepy Chantilly; I was off to gay Paris. Even in Paris, though, I found that half the cafés were closed. Those that were open had strictly prescribed hours with long breaks between lunch and dinner. Shops on every street were shut with the same now-familiar signs hanging in the windows. The City of Light, famous for its busy boulevards, was as empty of Parisians as the financial institutions. Most of the people who filled the streets were speaking English and other foreign languages—tourists just like me.
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