


[image: 001]





[image: 001]






Praise for
 Getting to 50/50


“Getting to 50/50 builds on what the latest research tells us: that children can thrive with two working parents and that fathers and mothers play equally important roles. I wish this book had existed when I was raising young daughters.”

—Kathleen McCartney, 
Dean, Harvard Graduate School of Education

 



“Too many women think they have to give up the career they love to have a happy family. Getting to 50/50 shows them how to negotiate with bosses and husbands so that everybody wins—including the kids. Highly recommended.”

—Linda Babcock, 
coauthor of Women Don’t Ask and Ask for It


 



“A tremendously refreshing and insightful read for parents who want to meet their career aspirations and raise balanced, happy children.”

—Alexandria Albers, 
Managing Director, Morgan Stanley

 



“Yesterday’s books were about the war between the sexes. Getting to 50/50 is a peace treaty—a solution where both sexes win.”

—Penelope Trunk, 
author of Brazen Careerist


 



“The fresh message of Getting to 50/50 exposes the missing link that nobody talks about.”

—Megan O’Connor, 
Authors@Google

 



“Wish I’d had a book like this years ago when I was a young working mother. Neither my husband nor I had a clue about how to juggle the demands of our careers with the demands of being good parents. Our marriage suffered as a result. Today’s working couples are fortunate to have a great book like Getting to 50/50 to turn to for helpful advice.”

—BJ Gallagher, 
author of It’s Never Too Late to Be 
What You Might Have Been and Being Buddha at Work


 



“We all have the capacity to be successful in our careers, and in our family lives as well. Getting to 50/50: How Working Parents Can Have It All is the ideal resource every spouse needs to make that happen. This book is not only a tool to help improve your work/life balance; it also serves as a timeless gift which benefits the entire family.”

—David Mezzapelle, 
author of Contagious Optimism


 



“Sharon Meers and Joanna Strober are pioneers in illuminating the path for working couples to have it all. And as pioneers, they have personally traveled the territory and offer an array of insights and options that nourish relationships and careers. If you are struggling with how working couples can have it all, you must read Getting to 50/50 for yourself, for your children, for your career and for your relationship.”

—Susyn Reeve, 
author of The Inspired Life


 



“When I was growing up there was a chewing gum commercial on the radio with a tune that touted, ‘Double your pleasure, double your fun.’ I think it would be a great anthem for this insightful book that wisely shows not only the advantages of being a working couple but also why it is great for the kids as well. And, you, the reader, will surely double your knowledge and pleasure by reading Getting to 50/50.”

—Allen Klein, 
author of Mom’s the Word: The Wit, 
Wisdom and Wonder of Motherhood







To our husbands






Foreword

A Better, More Equal World—Why 50/50 Matters

Twenty-five years ago, if you had asked me about gender inequality, I would have declared that the problem had been solved.

When I entered college in 1987, I believed that the feminists of the sixties and seventies had done the hard work of achieving equality for my generation. Classmates of both genders seemed equally focused on pursuing challenging careers, and none of us thought we’d have to choose between careers and family. We all happily assumed that we could have both.

As I entered the workforce, I saw that entry-level employees were a balanced mix of men and women. Almost all of the senior managers were men, but I figured that was due to historical discrimination against women and it was just a matter of time until my generation evened out the leadership ranks. But with each passing year, fewer of my colleagues were women. More and more often, I was the only woman in the room.

In corporate America, women have topped out at less than 15 percent of C-suite jobs and board seats, numbers that have stagnated over the past ten years. This pattern is repeated in almost every field. In the United States, women became 50 percent of the  college graduates in 1981; today, women are outperforming men academically, earning about 57 percent of undergraduate and 60 percent of master’s degrees. But success in the classroom is not translating into success in the upper echelons of power where decisions are made. There is a long list of reasons for this disparity, including both internal and external barriers that hold women back. But I truly believe that the issues addressed in Getting to 50/50 occupy the top of that list. We can’t make real progress toward full equality in the workplace until we do the same at home.

We continue to believe that men can have both a successful professional life and a fulfilling personal life, while many of us buy into the widespread assumption that trying to do both as a woman is difficult at best and impossible at worst. Given the division of labor in most homes, this is often true. According to the most recent data, when a husband and wife in the United States both work full-time, the mother does 40 percent more child care and about 30 percent more housework than the father. “Women have two jobs,” Gloria Steinem once explained, adding, “Now we know that women can do what men can do, but we don’t know that men can do what women can do.”

Fortunately for all of us, Sharon Meers and Joanna Strober love working as much as they love being moms. Rather than accepting the conventional wisdom, they decided to take a closer look at the facts. What they discovered should trigger a cultural revolution. The research shows that not only can women combine both career and children successfully, but they can thrive while doing so. Sharing financial and child care responsibilities between parents leads to less-guilty moms, more-involved dads, and, most importantly, happy and healthy children. In fact, Getting to 50/50 presents a compelling case that making it possible for parents to mix professional achievement and family life can strengthen their families. By sharing the stories of women who work in a broad range of jobs—from doctors, nurses, lawyers, teachers, and business executives to government employees, nonprofit workers, consultants, and the self-employed—Meers and Strober offer hope that all women can freely choose their own path.

I devoured this book when it first came out, stopping constantly to read passages out loud to my husband. We have two children and we aim for a 50/50 split in child care and household duties. Even though my husband Dave and I are very lucky and can afford exceptional child care, there are still difficult decisions about how much time our jobs require us to be away from our family and who will pick up the slack when the other can’t be there. We are rarely at 50/50 at any given moment—perfect equality is hard to define or sustain—but that remains the goal as the pendulum swings between us. This book changed our lives.

I also leaned on this book while writing Lean In. I admire Sharon and Joanna’s approach, which relies on research and expert opinions from the top authorities on child development, thought leaders at major business schools, and experienced relationship psychologists. To prove their point, their challenge to the status quo required marshaling an army of facts, and they have done so thoroughly and persuasively.

We have a long way to go before we achieve equality. A 2009 survey found that only 9 percent of people in dual-earner marriages said that they shared housework, child care, and breadwinning evenly. Men doing half the child care and housework makes so much more possible for women, giving them greater choices and flexibility. And the bonus of men doing their share is not just felt by women, but extends to the men themselves and their children as well. This means that in many cases, getting to 50/50 is not just the fair thing to do, but the better thing to do for a family.

I hope that this book will inspire many with its practical advice. And I hope that change will take place, couple by couple and family by family, to create a better, more equal world.

 



Sheryl Sandberg






INTRODUCTION

Imagine a Full Life—There’s No Need to Choose

Do we know you?

You worked hard to get where you are. You pushed yourself in school, got a job and gave it your all. You learned your trade and found your strength, spurred on by the challenge of doing things well. When you see the next mountain, you gear up to climb it.

Along the way, you think about meeting the right guy. Or maybe you’ve met him and he has joined your journey. Either way, you see how linking your life with a man’s may change your course.

Starting out, it all seems simple. It’s fun to be a twosome, and you help each other when the ground gets rocky. If he slips, you steady him; when you lag behind, he pulls you up. You map out your future together, and it’s good. Two people joined by love and shared dreams. This is the marriage you hope for.

Then, one day, you take a grand new path: parenthood. No longer a couple, you’re a family. While you pause to adjust to this miracle, your husband resumes his course. But with a baby in tow, you’re carrying a bigger load and you wonder what pace you can keep. The mountain seems bigger than it did before—more forbidding, and a whole lot colder.

You look into your child’s eyes and wonder, How much will I miss you when I go back to work? Should I slow down to keep you safe—even stop altogether?


Other voices echo yours. Those who once cheered you on now ask, “Do you have to work? Won’t the baby need you? Do you really want to leave your child with strangers? Does your salary even cover child care?”

Back at work, some colleagues now see you differently.

“You seem less focused. We’ll ask Jack to help you run that project.”

“We restructured the group while you were out. Half your team now reports to Charlotte.”

“Commitment is important. We’d like to see you here more hours.” And you see things differently, too. Do we need the third staff meeting? Is the trip to Tucson really necessary? you start to ask—time is no longer something you give away freely.

You look to your partner for support, but he faces a steep grade himself. Convinced he must “provide for the family,” he resolves to work even harder. You call to him for help—did he hear you? You ask him to take his share of the load, but he worries he’ll stumble if he does.

“I know it’s my turn to do day-care drop-off but can you do it? I have an early meeting.”

“The baby is calmer with you. He always fusses when I try to feed him.”

“There are no other dads at the playground and the moms look at me funny. Can’t you do the playdate?”

One day you wake up and wonder, Why not just quit? You see your paycheck depleted by child-care costs and your time vanish as each day repeats itself: dressing your child, feeding her, going to work, coming home, feeding her again, and putting her to bed (with hopes that she’ll stay there). Weekends are cram sessions of diapers, groceries, laundry, errands, and the occasional night out that takes as much planning as a space shuttle launch. You begin to think of your spouse as a kindly roommate who usually remembers to put the seat down.

You’re still giving it your best at work, but you’re tired and scared about the not-so-subtle signs that no one thinks you’ll stick it out. On bad days, you ask yourself, Can’t we make do without my income—just for a while? You certainly wouldn’t be the only working mother to “opt out.” You can tick off a half dozen ex-colleagues, all mothers, all talented in different ways, who drove off into the sunset, children strapped safely in their car seats. You keep hearing that voice: Is it really worth it?


You bet your kid’s college tuition it is.

We’re going to show you precisely why working is worth it for you, your children, and your spouse, and how both your family and your career can flourish—when you tap into a powerful ally. It’s not your babysitter, your BlackBerry, or your boss (though they come in handy). Here’s a hint: You married him.




GETTING TO 50/50: THE LIFE-CHANGING JOURNEY 

We are two working moms who believe that everyone wins when men are full parents and women have full careers. When both parents pay the bills and care for kids, this life is possible—we know from experience. In our homes, we don’t assume that Mom is destined to be the “primary parent.” Our kids see Dad as equal to Mom because we set it up that way. True, we did 100 percent of the breast-feeding and sometimes only we can make the monster under the bed disappear. But Dad loves parenting as much as we do—and he’s good at it, too. There is also no “primary breadwinner” among us. Mom and Dad are both on the hook for the costs of raising kids, from groceries to braces, from housing to soccer cleats. The payoff? We enjoy rewarding careers and see that our families thrive—not despite our work but because of it.

“Don’t you really need to choose? Won’t I need to pick which comes first, my work or my family?” We hear this often from women in their twenties on campuses where we speak. (We rarely hear it from young men.) And even when young women are more hopeful, there’s a big disconnect between what they hear (you’re equal) and  what they see. “These issues creep up on us without our being aware of them,” one twentysomething told us. “I think women my age believe the world has changed so much that we don’t need to worry. But then we look at the men in charge where we work and think, That is not what I want my life to look like and it’s clearly not feasible for me if I want to have kids.”

We remember the angst we felt at their age, that somehow things would be tougher for us than they were for our guy friends. At times in each of our own careers, we shared the fear that we’d have to forfeit something big—a career or a husband.

“I’ll never find the right guy if I can’t ever leave the office,” Joanna, then a lawyer in her first 24/7 job, complained to her mother. At her second corporate law firm, still unmarried but curious about the future, Joanna went to a meeting on work/life balance. The discussion leader, the only female partner with children, started to cry. Not inspirational. Joanna had grown up with a mother who mostly stayed home. So the discouraging signs around her at work did not give Joanna much conviction that she would want to keep working after she had kids.

Sharon, a child of divorced parents, assumed she’d always earn her own living. No man Sharon dated could miss the point. She grilled boyfriends for double standards and gave them books such as The Women’s Room and The Feminine Mystique—which largely went unread. Working stock-market hours in San Francisco, Sharon was in the office close to 4 a.m.—and asleep by 9 p.m., making her an even more unusual date. As she was turning thirty-one, Sharon walked down the street after work one day with tears in her eyes. “No marriage is better than a bad one,” she thought, “but how did I end up alone?”

Then we met our husbands and learned this: The most important career decision you make is whom you marry. (And the deals you make with him.)

When Joanna got engaged, her fiancé, Jason, told her he wanted to start companies. To take the risks that entrepreneurship requires, Jason knew that sometimes he would be putting more money into his business than he’d be taking out. When Joanna wanted to quit  her job, Jason did his share of child care while Joanna transitioned to a career she found more satisfying than the law. Jason not only wanted to be a good father, he also knew Joanna’s income bought him freedom to pursue his own career dreams.

“Women are more nurturing and should stay home with kids for a few years,” Sharon’s future husband, Steve, said on their first date. That evening did not end well. But Steve, an Iowan raised with the virtue of fairness, was curious (and a good sport). So he asked Sharon to put her thoughts on paper. “I want my husband to share every part of parenting with me 50/50. How do you feel about this?” Sharon wrote. Steve wasn’t sure but kept an open mind until he and Sharon found a vision they could share.

We’re not saying it’s easy. Living this way takes lots of discussion and often debate. No matter how fair-minded your spouse, if you’re anything like us, you’ll still find plenty to argue about. But hundreds of men and women in this book tell you in their own words why they make the effort: The 50/50 mind-set can help you live the life you want.




THE MANY VOICES OF 50/50: KIDS, DADS, MOMS, AND BOSSES TELL IT LIKE IT IS 

In Getting to 50/50, we’ll lay out the challenges women and men face when they seek to combine work and family. We’ve talked to hundreds of two-career couples, from an array of professions and ethnicities, who live all over the country. Ranging in age from their twenties to their eighties, these men and women told us how they’ve forged marriages that support two good jobs and one strong family.

We’ve focused this book on men and women married to each other. We believe outdated views about husband-wife marriage cause problems for everyone (even people with other living arrangements). Most ideas that hold women back at work, that make it hard for fathers to spend time with their kids, that deprive children of the support they need, are rooted in these old beliefs. When more  of us adopt a 50/50 mind-set, families of all configurations will gain. If you don’t have kids yet, this book is for you, too. The odds are 80 percent you will be a parent some day. And if you’d like to see more female success where you work, you know that will only happen when more women stay in the game. All women win when mothers can pursue their careers—and so do men.

We spoke to men and women all over the country: nurses, engineers, teachers, lawyers, government workers, accountants, salespeople, doctors, CEOs, a rocket scientist, a football player, an ice-cream maker, and many more. We interviewed people who work for large institutions like Fortune 500 companies, hospitals and law firms; we also talked to many people who work for small outfits or for themselves. What we learned is that 50/50 couples are everywhere. Using what researchers call the snowball method (where one contact leads you to many others), we were amazed by the groundswell of volunteers who emerged to share their stories. As one working mom told us, “Happy working couples are culturally invisible. That needs to change.”

We told our interviewees we would describe their real jobs but give them fake names. We’ve found that this topic is such a hot one, few people will go on record telling you what they really think—they worry they’ll rub coworkers and friends the wrong way. (And how many bosses will say this in public? “I discriminated,” the ex-chief of a large company told us, explaining how he dealt with working moms.) So we gave anonymity to get you the real story.

We chose to focus most of our interviews on mid-career couples who talked about the rewards of staying the course. Though most are college graduates, these men and women are not “celebrity” working parents who can afford to outsource every domestic challenge. These couples devote themselves to their families and two careers because they believe it’s a good thing—not because it’s easy.

To get broader input, we also conducted an online survey called “The Real Lives of Working Mothers.” Professional organizations, mothers’ clubs, and school groups sent the survey to thousands of women across the country—who forwarded the survey to yet more women. The survey asked questions like these: Does your spouse  prefer that you work or not work? Whose career is primary, yours or your spouse’s, or are they equally important? When you returned from your maternity leave, what was your boss’s attitude toward you? What do you tell your children about work and family? Over one thousand working moms wrote in to share their stories from a broad spectrum of careers.

Throughout this book, you will find quotes from the survey that we thought would be helpful to our readers and that represented the wide range of respondents’ views and experience.

The respondents spoke frankly about hurdles they sometimes leapt, sometimes tripped, over. And they pointed out how much we’ll all gain if women and men can talk about these issues earlier in life, more often, and with open minds.

“You need to consider the slippery slope of men’s and women’s job choices. We ‘prioritized’ my husband’s job over mine because his income is higher and his job is less flexible, but he took that job and others thinking only about his professional and economic goals, not about how well they would work with being a father, and he has not pushed for flexibility within his jobs. [I chose my] path because I realized I would benefit as a mother from the flexibility it would confer. But I would have preferred a more balanced approach to co-parenting and working.”

They also described the upside of continuing to work. One mother wrote, “I have wrestled with the decision to work since my older son was a year old. I have had to accept that I just can’t be happy putting my career completely on hold while my kids are young. Work charges my batteries in a way that being at home doesn’t—it helps me to be a complete person. I don’t want my identity to be either just centered on motherhood or just centered on career—I want to be a mom, and a wife, and an individual.”

Beyond stories, we went looking for facts. What does social science say about 50/50 life and how it all plays out? We’ll share answers we’ve found in the vast pool of academic and government research to questions like these: How do children fare when both parents work? What happens to marriage? Does dual-career life make men and women more happy or less so? We not only combed  the data, we talked to many of the leading academics who did the work. Experts on child development show how kids flourish with attention from engaged dads (and how working moms and child care can be helpful, too). Turns out that children don’t need one parent home all of the time—but kids really benefit if they have each of their parents some of the time. Psychologists tell us marriages thrive and men and women find greater well-being when both spouses work. Look at the economics and you’ll see the numbers add up in support of sharing the load—where men and women feel an equal duty to make money and care for kids.




WORKING: IT’S NOT ABOUT CHOOSING SIDES 

This is not another polemic on stay-at-home mothers versus working mothers. Our goal is not to lecture, but to empower women who want to combine gratifying careers with a rich family life. We want to start a conversation, to get men and women talking—not just at home but in the workplace—about the limiting beliefs that knock too many moms out of full careers and keep dads apart from their children.

Some of our closest friends have left their jobs to focus full-time on their families, and we respect that choice; it’s a deeply personal decision that some women never regret. But we are concerned when women lower their sights or “opt out” of hard-won jobs simply because they can imagine no other option. We see many of our peers pinned between two forces: a workplace oblivious to parenthood, valuing long hours as the only proof of productivity, and husbands who don’t do their half at home. We hope this book will give people license to talk more freely—to ask “Why?” when mothers think they have to quit and fathers feel they can’t get home for dinner.

The Fortune 500 spends $8 billion per year on workplace diversity, much of that aimed at supporting female careers. In accounting, law, medicine, and many other jobs, there is now more effort put into retaining talented women than ever before. But 85 percent of the leaders in most fields are men, still, and we haven’t changed  those numbers much in the last ten years.

In her sixteen years working at a large investment bank, Sharon logged many hours hoping to help more women succeed: speaking to new recruits, mentoring, hosting networking events, serving on retention committees. Sometimes these activities made a difference—and sometimes not. Then one day, Sharon got a cross-country call from Emily, a young woman who wanted to see her for “career advice.” Fifteen minutes into their meeting, the real topic emerged: “I need to work late in this phase of my career or I won’t do well. I need my husband to step up with our kids. How do I tell him that?”

Venture into this terrain, the dangerous territory where personal and professional life meet, and you’ll hear comments like these: “I’d love to take some pressure off my wife but if I leave early, my boss will think I’m a wimp.” “My husband’s so stressed out about his job, I can’t ask him for help. I don’t want a fight.” The vise that squeezes women has two sides, family needs and work demands. In this book, we’ll show you how successful working couples deal with both.

But when these issues aren’t discussed constructively, out in the open, women continue to leave work—and the causes are misunderstood. “Few mothers drop out,” concludes Joan Williams, an eminent expert on work and family who has studied the progress and perception of working mothers for decades. Instead, “they tend to drop from good jobs into bad ones.” They accept inferior pay and prospects in return for a small amount of flexibility. In her report “Opt Out” or Pushed Out?: How the Press Covers Work/Family Conflict, Williams responds to the much-ballyhooed “opt-out revolution,” 1 a so-called trend whereby educated women are exiting the workforce voluntarily to stay at home with their children.

The stakes are high for getting this story right. “If women are happily choosing to stay home with their babies, that’s a private decision,” writes E.J. Graff, journalist and resident scholar at Brandeis University. “But it’s a public policy issue if most women (and men) need to work to support their families, and if the economy needs women’s skills to remain competitive. It’s a public policy issue if  schools, jobs, and other American institutions are structured in ways that make it frustratingly difficult, and sometimes impossible” to manage work and family obligations.2


When women quit their jobs, the repercussions go beyond the economics. Stephanie Coontz, author of Marriage, a History, notes that when women opt out, “Not only does it reinforce women’s second-class position in the work force, but it reinforces Dad’s second-class position in the family. She becomes the expert, and he never catches up.”3 Fixing this unfortunate dynamic—that skews outcomes for men and women at work and at home—is what Getting to 50/50 is all about.

Myra Strober, a labor economist and Joanna’s mother-in-law, is well known for a class she teaches at the Stanford Graduate School of Business called Work and Family. Professor Strober invites speakers to talk to her class about how they built their careers while raising a family. In 2004, we each spoke at this class and came away struck by one thing: Students, both men and women, were anxious. They worried that the jobs they wanted were incompatible with the family life they hoped for. As one student told us, “People say you can do it. But no one opens up and shows you how.”

On another campus, a group of high-performing twentysomethings asked many questions about reentering the workforce after years away for raising kids. Sharon asked back: “How many of you are planning to take more than a year off?” Over 70 percent of these young women raised their hands. Are they aware that few jobs let you exit for years and return with ease, or with the confidence and skills you had before?

How many of these students would plan their lives differently if they had more facts? If they knew that research shows 50/50 couples enjoy much lower divorce risk?4 Or that careers make moms happier, too? Research published in 2007 found mothers “attain the greatest life satisfaction if they work.” Based on surveys of ten thousand individuals, British researchers found that mothers with jobs are significantly happier than their nonworking counterparts. Interestingly, though most women expressed a desire to work part time, the study reported that “women with children are significantly happier  if they have a job regardless of how many hours it entails.”5


So let’s tell young women this: Imagine a full life—there’s no need to choose.


WHO WORKS?

One of the most interesting things we learned in writing this book is that the question of working impacts all women, regardless of income. While many of us feel we work because our families could not afford it any other way, it turns out what you can “afford” is a function of something other than dollars. At every income level, at least 30 percent of mothers don’t work when their kids are under six—and moms work least at both the richest and poorest levels.6 To work or not to work? Often culture trumps economics.







	Poorest Quartile:
	63 percent of mothers work



	2nd Quartile:
	70 percent of mothers work



	3rd Quartile:
	69 percent of mothers work



	Richest Quartile:
	58 percent of mothers work








SHARING THE JOURNEY, SOLVING THE PROBLEM—TOGETHER 

When we started talking about this book, Sharon was a managing director at Goldman Sachs and Joanna was a general partner at Bessemer Venture Partners, a venture capital firm. We had small children and working husbands.

As moms with full-time jobs, we got our share of comments from the skeptics on the playground (“I can’t imagine leaving my children every day”) and at work (“Do you really want to do this? I love that my wife takes care of our kids”). But our spouses were strong allies and our kids were thriving.

In fact, our spouses have proven to be our best allies as we combine family and career, because we can rely on them to do their fair share. As we talked to hundreds of other working men and women, we saw a pattern: Couples win from standing in each others’ shoes, day after day—committing themselves equally to raising their children and breadwinning for a family. Mothers work without guilt; fathers bond with their kids; children blossom with the attention of two equally involved parents.

As one 50/50 dad (a CEO) told us, “I love that my kids are excited to be with me and that they see both their mother and me as equals.” “I did not expect to live like this,” said another father, an entrepreneur. “I grew up in a very traditional household and my dad was the sole breadwinner. I married an amazing woman with a great career and I’ve reoriented my work so we can both raise the kids together. I’m very proud of the way we live, I feel on a daily basis we are contributing to the way that life should be.”

We hear that men don’t read books like this. But we’ve talked to hundreds of guys about what this book says and they love it—a lot of men really want a different deal, too. Pollsters say that working dads today express at least as much anxiety about work/family conflict as working moms do, and surveys now show more than 60 percent of fathers are willing to trade income and advancement for more time with kids.7 Many couples have gotten to 50/50 in their own way and at different points in their relationships. For some, it started before marriage; for others, it took hold well into parenthood; for all, it’s an ongoing quest, an ever-changing equation that lets both partners see that their duties and dreams rank the same.

“Fifty/fifty?” a male friend asked us with a worried look when we told him about our book. “Do you mean every day?”

No. Some days (or years) are 40/60 or even 90/10. That’s why we talk about getting to 50/50—it’s a process as much as a destination. A 50/50 marriage isn’t purely based on how you divide the daily tasks of family life—50/50 is really about a core belief: that satisfying work lives and loving bonds with our children are equally important to men and women.
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Right now, there’s a talented young woman worrying she’ll have to choose. All she sees is people around her working 24/7 and she can’t imagine how she’ll ever raise a family and succeed in her career. She’s losing hope that what she wants is possible—and she’s downsizing her dreams in ways her male peers don’t have to. She thinks about gearing down her job to buy the flexibility that only women ever seem to ask for.

Right now there’s a woman, a mother, at a computer solving a problem; in bed nursing a child; on her phone helping a customer; in her car driving to day care. Maybe she’s preparing to teach her next class or see another patient; maybe she’s helping with homework or volunteering at school. She’s designing software or writing a press release or filing a brief—and planning the family dinner. She’s working and being a mom. But she’s losing hope and thinking of quitting.

We wish she would read this book first.





Part One

The Good News About Work: Why Two Careers Are Better Than One





Chapter One


Mom and Dad: How Kids Can Get More from Two Working Parents


Why count sheep when you can count your worries? Your child... your job...your spouse...his job...your marriage...your child...your job...


Will getting to 50/50 let you sleep carefree? For us, that hasn’t happened yet. But we toss and turn much less because we have good company, spouses who are equal players in the parent game. The many couples we’ve interviewed say the same: “It’s worth it—especially for the kids.”

The thoughts that keep you up at night start early. On a popular morning show, a parenting guru shakes his head. “You need to be there when your kids get home from school.” (Does he mean you?) As you kiss your kids good-bye, you see a flier from the library: “Children’s Story Hour: 11 a.m. on Mondays.” You’ve never gone.

“Would my daughter enjoy that? What is she missing?” you wonder as you shut the front door.

Midday, there’s an e-mail from school. “Your son writes numbers backwards. Please practice at home.” How, you wonder, will you wedge that in on weeknights? Your 3 p.m. meeting started forty minutes late and the Little League game is at 5. You said you’d be  there and, as your son likes to say, “a promise is a promise.” You arrive at 5:45 and the game is in progress. You sit down as your son goes to bat. The ball soars and he runs all the way to third base. He sees you and smiles—but you wonder why every day feels like such a fire drill. What about that guy on TV this morning: Are your kids getting short-changed? You start calculating how your family could get by on one income (not yours).

Then your husband grabs your hand and whispers: “Don’t worry, I got here early. See what a little batting practice will do?” He smiles proudly as your son’s foot hits home plate. Yes, your kids sometimes bring store-bought treats for the bake sale. But if you craft family life to give your children what they need...does it matter?


As working moms who care about our kids, we’ve taken a hard look at this question and learned many eye-opening things. We’ve read the research—and interviewed many experts who conduct it—to understand what the science really says. We’ve also gathered the stories of working parents (and their grown kids), who share their experiences complete with ups and downs. It turns out that children can gain a lot when both parents work: independence and self-confidence, cognitive and social skills, and strong connections with two parents—not just one. First, though, let’s talk about an issue that can lead to more sleepless nights than a newborn: the question of child care.




THE TRUTH ABOUT CHILD CARE: THE KIDS ARE ALL RIGHT 

If you played with dolls as a little girl, you’ll recall the game had one rule: Babies need their mommies.

As you prepared to have your own child, you heard the same message, but the sentences got longer and the words got bigger. Experts talked about the human brain and the first few years of life, about how a child’s emotional and intellectual development hinged on a mother’s total involvement in these crucial early stages. The newspapers announced the landmark government study saying  that children placed in day care are more likely to exhibit behavior problems than children reared at home. Friends at the playground traded tales about what a nanny cam caught on tape.

You enjoy your work—you need your work for many reasons—but all this “news” is making you wonder if your career shouldn’t take a backseat. Isn’t it better for the kids if Mom stays home? Isn’t child care bad for children? Can anyone do as good a job as you? And don’t forget what your sister said about that boy in your nephew’s preschool class—the pint-sized bully who’s getting kicked out—“His mom works full time, no wonder he’s a problem.”

Even when we feel good about the child care we’ve found for our kids, it’s hard not to wonder about its long-term effects. You rarely hear the good news about child care, so wondering can quickly turn to worry.


The mother of all mothering studies 

In 2006, the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (known as NICHD—an arm of the National Institutes of Health) wrapped up fifteen years of research on 1,364 kids. The conclusions were unambiguous: Kids with 100 percent maternal care fare no better than kids who spend time in child care. And “child care” in this study included all types of nonmaternal care, from center-based and family day-care settings to babysitters or nannies. As one summary put it, “There is no reason for mothers to feel like they are harming their children if they decide to work.”1


The study’s key message: Child care is not the thing to worry about—how you parent is. In fact, kids in high-quality child care had higher cognitive and language skills than other kids—including those with at-home mothers. Children in high-quality child care also scored best on school readiness based on standardized tests of literacy and numbers skills (though, like all the effects of child care in the study, the effect was small relative to the effects of parents).

This is comforting to know if you’re a working parent. But maybe you, like us, don’t recall reading about this good news.  That’s because the media largely focused on one aspect of the study: For a small number of kids, long hours in child-care centers triggered “problem behavior,” such as fighting or temper tantrums. Shouldn’t parents worry about that? Not really, say the experts. The so-called “problems” weren’t serious enough to warrant counseling. They were temporary, diminishing with age, usually between third and fifth grades, and could be reduced or avoided when these “problem” kids were placed in a different sort of child care, such as home-based care with fewer kids, and when their time in care was reduced. Don’t fret like we did. When headline-seeking pundits claim child care will turn your kid into a bully, get the facts. You’ll feel much better.

By 2006, the NICHD research network had collected millions of observations offering the richest data ever collected on any group of children. There has been a big time lag in getting these findings to parents—the NICHD published its first booklet for parents in 2005, covering only findings from the first four and a half years of the children’s lives. To find out what happened to the kids after first grade, you have to dig into scientific journals—and talk to the researchers yourself—as we have done.

Here’s the bottom line:

“Parents should focus on finding the best-quality child care they can and being the best parents they can,” Kathleen McCartney, dean of Harvard’s Graduate School of Education and NICHD investigator, told us. “There are some studies that show long hours in child care can pose a risk for behavior problems; it’s a small effect, however, and children in child care do not show high levels of behavior problems that require professional intervention. If a child does show behavior problems, parents can do a lot on their own and in collaboration with teachers—for example, set appropriate limits, reward their children for good behavior, and correct bad behavior.”

“The big news here is that the amount of time that mothers spent with their children does not seem to be that important; it is the quality of the interaction,” said Aletha Huston, a University of Texas psychology professor, past president of the Society  for Research in Child Development, and an NICHD investigator. “Many people don’t have the luxury of deciding to stay home full time, but if you do, you should make the decision about using child care based on your own beliefs about the costs and benefits for you, your family, and your child as well as your judgment about the quality of the child care you can find. There is no credible evidence that being in child care as opposed to staying home full time with a parent is harmful to children. There is evidence that if you stay home full time when you’d rather be working or if you work full time when you believe it’s harmful to your child, your unhappiness may affect how well you relate to your child. If you follow your own beliefs, you’ll probably be a better parent.”


THE NICHD STUDY OF EARLY CHILD CARE AND YOUTH DEVELOPMENT

In 1987, top child development experts launched what would become “the most ambitious (study) ever undertaken of early child care and its consequences.”2 Federal funding of about $126 million allowed the NICHD to design a study ten times larger and vastly more detailed than any prior research. According to Sarah Friedman, the study’s scientific coordinator, child-care development experts spent two years agreeing on how to measure the effects of the many factors in children’s lives.3 The goal: to give parents scientifically based, authoritative answers (and end misleading headlines).

Researchers from leading universities competed to participate in the study and ten locations were chosen around the country. In 1991, researchers recruited 1,364 newborns and their parents—who had yet to make decisions about work and child care—from two dozen hospitals. These investigators studied the children in multiple environments including their homes, day care, and school. From birth to age fifteen, researchers tested  these kids for cognitive skills, language, and behavior. Their parents, caregivers, and teachers were assessed for a variety of factors—most important, how they interacted with the children. Reflecting the ongoing challenges of child care in the United States, most kids in the study were in child care that did not meet the standards, such as minimum child/caregiver ratios, set by groups like the American Academy of Pediatrics or qualify as “high quality” according to the NICHD researchers.4


Despite the lack of high-quality care, the outcomes for children who had been in childcare were reassuring. Yet, polls continue to say most parents still believe that staying home with Mom is better than even top-notch day care. Alison Clarke-Stewart, University of California psychologist and NICHD investigator, observes that “researchers need to communicate better about the positive effects of care on children’s development and family well-being.”5


Until that happens, keep these FAQs handy.6


1. Did kids in 100 percent maternal care score better on any measure than kids in child care? No. 

2. Did child care harm child-mother attachment? Not unless the mother was insensitive to her child and the quality of her care was low.

3. Did kids who started child care before twelve months have worse results? No.

4. Did kids have long-term behavior problems if they went to child care? No. On average, children in child care showed a modest elevation in behavior problems that fell within the range of what is considered “normal.” Problem behavior was concentrated in a small of number of children, the level of misbehavior was pretty low, and the effect diminished over the course of grade school.




Why parenting will always trump child care 

Your child’s time in the care of another person is short-lived; your role as a parent lasts forever. One major finding of the NICHD study is that how you behave as a parent influences your child’s emotional, behavioral, and cognitive development at least two times more than any form of child care. In other words, stop worrying about leaving your child with someone else and focus on what happens when you (and your husband) get home.

There are some things you may not know that can help you get a lot more comfortable with being a working parent—they’ve certainly helped us. For example, working mothers and at-home mothers don’t spend drastically different amounts of time interacting with their kids. Nonemployed moms do spend far more hours in the house with their children. But it turns out that working moms spend only 20 percent less time than their at-home peers in “social interaction” with kids—playing games or reading books versus making dinner while the kids run around outside.

Looking at time diaries of over one thousand mothers from the NICHD pool, a University of Texas study found the following: On weekdays, nonemployed mothers spent two and a half hours per day interacting with their kids while working mothers spent one hour less. On the weekends employed mothers do some catch-up, spending three hours per day interacting with their kids (versus two hours for nonemployed moms, who are getting some well-deserved downtime.) So, the working moms in the study had 80 percent as many hours of interaction with their kids as nonemployed mothers.7


How do kids see this? In a large study conducted in 1994, the Families and Work Institute surveyed children of both employed and nonemployed moms and found their responses remarkably similar. Whether mothers worked or not, children were equally likely to say they got enough time with Mom (about two-thirds said this). But while the majority of the kids felt they got enough time with Mom (whether or not she worked), 40 percent said they had too little time with their other parent: Dad.8 More on that later.

Happy working mothers tell us that their jobs, in fact, help them to be better parents. In our “Real Lives of Working Mothers” survey, one woman offered this observation: “Before I had children, a coworker told me she was a better mother because she works. She said she appreciated her time with her daughter more because she didn’t do it all the time. I was skeptical then, but now, with two sons of my own, I fervently agree with her assessment.” Or as another working mom said: “I think there’s a zone. There’s a minimum amount of time your child needs with you but there’s also an upper limit—where you stop being the parent you want to be, when you’ve had it with fussing and spilt milk. My mother said she loved staying home but I recall an awful lot of shouting. Knowing there’s a clean office for me at work, I can laugh about the sticky handprints in our kitchen.”

It turns out that parent education is another thing that raises a mother’s sensitivity—and child care can give you a leg up. Research shows we can learn important skills—like setting boundaries and giving options—by watching and talking to well-trained child-care workers.9



TIME OUT!

If you sense that kids today get more time with their parents than you ever did—even if your mom never worked—you are probably right. At the University of Maryland, sociologist Suzanne Bianchi has tracked the changes in how married couples spend their time. This is what she found:

 



Percentage of children with breadwinner dad/homemaker mom:

1965: 60 percent

2000: 30 percent

 



Percentage of mothers who work:

1965: 33 percent

2000: 71 percent

 



Hours per week that moms spend on kids:

1965: 10.6

2000: 12.9

 



Hours per week that dads spend on kids:

1965: 2.6

2000: 6.5

 



What suffered? The number of hours spent on housework was down about one-third.10 So, embrace your unmade bed as a sign you’re prioritizing your kids.



But what about activities like those “mommy and me classes” that happen during the workday? Can you really tune in to your kids if you miss all that? When her son Jared was young, Joanna found herself rushing out of the office at lunch hour to join him at toddler classes like music, gymnastics, or story time at the library. Jared was always eager to go and enjoyed the other kids. Joanna found herself doing what the other moms did—talking with one another while the children played. Am I here for Jared, Joanna wondered, or to talk with other mothers? What Jared valued was his time alone with his mom at home, without the distraction of bouncing peers. And while Joanna liked the company of the other moms, she realized her son was happy whether or not she attended every class.

Don’t hesitate to acknowledge how you really feel about whatever choice you choose, because if you’re not honest with yourself, you aren’t the only one who suffers. This leads us to another fundamental truth: If you are happy with your decisions about work and family, your children (and your spouse) will be happy, too. In other  words, if you are confident in your choice to work, you will be a better parent.


Why children of working parents excel, even when the cupcakes aren’t homemade 

If you are like us, you have young kids and it’s hard to see what’s on the horizon—how your kids will fare as teenagers and adults. Talk to happy two-worker families farther down the path and you’ll feel more secure about what lies ahead.

Alexandra, an executive at a multinational firm, has three children, the oldest a business school student. “It’s harder when they are young,” she acknowledges. “You get those notes from school, ‘please send your child to school with a red ribbon tomorrow.’ And by the time you get the note, you’re just getting home from a business dinner, it’s 10 p.m., and the stores are closed.”

But, now—with child care and permission slips mostly behind her—Alexandra runs a big business for her company and enjoys rich relationships with her children, one in grad school, one in college, and one in high school. “As our kids got older, other parents would complain their children didn’t communicate. When I came home my kids wanted to be with me.” Though she wasn’t always able to oversee homework—a task her husband embraced—she now helps her daughter with her business school classes.

“Abby came home the other day during exams and said, ‘You know, most moms teach their daughters to cook or sew. Here you are teaching me accounting.’ I got to help her study, which was fun for me, and Abby did really well on her exam.”

Like many working parents, Alexandra thinks that her children benefited from having a mother who didn’t hover. “Working gave my kids more normal teenage years. I wasn’t monitoring them one hundred percent of the time. They weren’t feeling there was someone always watching, always eavesdropping. It gave them a chance to be themselves. It gave me a much better relationship with my kids than I had with my mother at that age.”

There were certainly bumps in the road. Alexandra says she will never forget arriving midway through Abby’s first-grade school play after getting waylaid in a snowy snarl of traffic. For years, Abby reminded her mother, “Remember when I was six and you were late to my play?”

“How do you do it all?” some of Abby’s friends recently asked Alexandra. “You don’t always,” Alexandra told them, and she went on to recount the old story of the snowstorm and the missed opening number. “It wasn’t that bad,” Abby now says, though she admits that she sometimes wanted a June Cleaver kind of mom. Was it easy? No. But was it worth it? Just listen to Abby.

“Today, I’m doing what my mom did—going to graduate school, starting my career—and it’s great to have her perspective. My mom knows me very well. She knows what I’m good at in a way no one else could. I realize now how amazing she was—raising three kids who did well in school and succeeding in a really demanding career. She was around for the important moments. She always went to my brothers’ basketball games and to my track and swim meets. My mom really made an effort to be there for significant events. And if something went wrong that made it impossible for her to be there, she made it up to us in a way that made us feel special.”

Abby’s father’s business allowed him to work from home. “I loved having my dad around,” Abby says. “He was always there to help. I could always rely on him. Having a working mom really allowed me to have a good relationship with my dad and that was very valuable.”

In this family, like many we’ve talked to, the children gained a lot from two working parents: an involved dad, an engaged mom, two role models. As Abby says, “What my parents have done has been a great example for me.”


It’s a bird, it’s a plane, it’s a helicopter...it’s Mom 

How do you help your child succeed? At the University of North Carolina, psychologist Martha Cox combed the NICHD data for  answers, looking specifically at how kids performed as they started kindergarten. Having an at-home parent was not a factor, but Mom’s and Dad’s approach to parenting—what they believe and how they behave—was quite significant. It turns out that children with the greatest academic and social competence have mothers (and dads) who let go. That does not mean a parent should be detached, but letting a child do for himself builds self-confidence and problem-solving skills. The only factor with equal strength: having a good marriage (we’ll come to that in the next chapter.)


CONFIDENCE AND COMPETENCE: Helping Kids by Not Over-Helping

As kids entered kindergarten, NICHD researchers asked teachers which kids were the most competent and least problematic. To focus in on what matters for children living in two-parent families, the study looked at only kids in two-parent homes. Three factors emerged as equally important:

1) Fathers who are sensitive and supportive of their child’s autonomy: Dads were active with their kids, and in a positive way. “Fathers who don’t want to be there don’t help. But fathers who are glad to be with their kids are a very positive influence,” Martha Cox told us.

2) Mothers with parenting beliefs that support self-directed child behavior: moms who said they favored “self-directed” child behavior, not that “child behavior should be governed by adults.” These mothers scored as most sensitive and their children as more competent.

3) Parents who maintain an emotionally intimate relationship: When either fathers or mothers gave their marriage high points for “intimacy,” children were more likely to do well. As other studies have also shown, child competence is more likely to develop where there is a “supportive marital relationship.”11




Whether or not you work, it’s tempting to pave the way and “fix” things for your kids as much as you can—it just feels like what you’re supposed to do. But it’s not. It may be easier to tamp down your zeal to “help,” and give your kids the kind of autonomy that will make them stronger, when you and your spouse both work. Families with two working parents have less time to micromanage, and they often find that this lesson from the workplace applies on the home front: Employees (and kids) learn faster when you let them do it themselves.

We risk undermining our children’s faith in themselves, their ability to make their own decisions and forge their own identities, when we overdo it with our helping. In our quest to do everything we can to support our children, we can deprive them of the chance to learn from failure—to see if they can get up and try again. Laura Berk, a professor of psychology and the author of Awakening Children’s Minds: How Parents and Teachers Can Make A Difference, cautions that parents who constantly intervene on behalf of their kids stunt their children’s self-confidence and coping skills.12


Tony, a third-grader, is the son of working parents who have always encouraged self-reliance. “When we ask him about his homework,” his mom told us, “he says it’s done. One day some other moms were worrying about some huge project the teacher had assigned—I hadn’t even heard about it,” she said. “I was so worried—had Tony just forgotten? Would he be in trouble? So I asked him about it and he said, ‘Yeah, it’s due tomorrow and I finished it yesterday.’” Adds his father, “I look around and hear about all these ‘helicopter parents’ and I know we don’t have those problems. It’s easier for us to separate—to let our kids have their own space to achieve—because we both have our own careers.” At eight years of age, Tony knows he’s a competent person and can be independent.

In her book Einstein Never Used Flash Cards, child development professor Kathy Hirsh-Pasek points out that young Albert had “freedom to do as he pleased.” Kids need to play—and to play with parents.13 Her advice for us: “If you put the things in place so you have emotional time with the kids, there is no reason to believe  there will be problems. Enjoy parenting. Put down the BlackBerry, look your child in the eye, and do what interests them.”




LESS MOM, MORE DAD: HOW ENGAGED DADS MAKE A BIG DIFFERENCE 

“We assume babies are these mysterious creatures,” says Ross Parke, Distinguished Professor of psychology at the University of California-Riverside and director of the university’s Center for Family Studies, who has spent decades researching and writing on fatherhood. “It turns out they aren’t that mysterious. If you don’t stick the bottle in their ear, babies are programmed to feed. And men can figure it out just like mothers do.”

Men—the fathers of our children—can excel at parenting and provide unique benefits to our kids. That happens most readily when moms see dads as they are—people equally capable of parenting (even if they do it differently sometimes). When you have an ally in your spouse, you’ll never face the challenges of working parenthood by yourself.


Let’s go fly a kite: Involved dads as the swing factor 

Did you see the movie version of Mary Poppins? Sure, by the end of the film, the kids had learned to follow some rules, but the big transformation wasn’t the Banks children—it was Mr. Banks, their dad.

Mr. Banks starts out a workaholic, obsessed with time and order and oblivious to his children, a man who derives all his self-worth from being a successful banker and a model of male authority. But then Mary pulls a fast one and forces Mr. Banks into a Victorian version of take-your-kids-to-work day. It’s Dad’s worst nightmare as the children fight his boss, cause a run on the bank, and get him fired. His world blown apart, Mr. Banks wanders the streets of London all night, stripped of his identity without his all-important job. At dawn, however, Mr. Banks emerges reborn, singing “Let’s  go fly a kite,” eager to skip with his children. His bosses learn some lessons, too, and he gets his job back. As Mary Poppins floats away, we are satisfied that the kids will finally get what they need: an engaged father.

Ms. Poppins got it right. When it comes to raising happy, successful kids, Dad is the swing factor. Until twenty years ago, child development studies focused almost exclusively on the behavior of mothers. But now that the experts have their eyes on fathers, they’re learning that active-duty dads make a huge difference. Kids who don’t have fathers, or who don’t live with them, can and do thrive, too. But we’re zeroing in on the added value fathers can bring in two-parent homes. Fathers have a large impact on children, regardless of what mothers do.

One study that tracked the behavior of 1,250 fathers found that children had markedly better academic results if their dads ate and played with them and helped with reading and homework. Another large study found that better-behaved kids were the ones that had more involved fathers, after controlling for moms.14 Psychologist Martha Cox analyzed the results from children in the NICHD study and found that sensitive support from fathers—more than mothers—significantly predicted children’s social skills, the quality of their relationships with teachers, and the level of behavior problems. 15


Not to give moms a complex, but some research implies dads can be more than just as good. In one study, kids with fathers as their primary caregivers had a greater belief in their ability to control events and had higher verbal scores than kids in traditional families. Why? Because these at-home dads set higher expectations for their kids than was the norm in traditional families.16


Abby, whose father worked from home, is now in her mid-twenties and preparing to start her own career. She remembers that her dad encouraged her achievement in especially memorable ways. “My dad really pushed us to do our best and it started early.” In fourth grade, she entered a track meet and told her dad she thought she was a good runner, but she was worried.

“I really didn’t want to do badly,” says Abby. “My dad was great.  For two weeks before the race he took me out and timed me so I could see myself getting better. We watched the movie Chariots of Fire to get me inspired. There’s a scene where they’re running barefoot on the beach and the coach tells them to pretend the sand is really hot so the runners pick up their feet. On the day of the race, Dad told me, ‘Remember! Hot feet! Hot feet!’ so I’d do the same. He was really competitive for a fourth-grade track meet, but it was fantastic because I won and my dad had shown me how to take control of a fear and go for it.”
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“Anyone who wants to combine children and careers should read this book.”
—Sheryl Sandberg, author of Lean /n and COO of Facebook
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