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PREFACE
A RADICAL COLLABORATION


The day after the 2004 election, Republican pollster Kellyanne Conway and Democratic pollster Celinda Lake spoke on the phone. Even though the contest between President Bush and Senator Kerry had been the most contentious in recent history, their conversation was collegial, and they were eager to shake off their red and blue cloaks as they returned to a project that had engaged them for two years—an unprecedented collaboration to track the real trends in the lives of American women.

The two women couldn’t have been more different. Lake, 52, was a member of the baby boom generation, single, and liberal. Conway, 37, was on the front end of Generation X, married in her thirties, a new mom of twins born sixteen days before the election, and conservative. Over the years, they had found themselves on opposite sides of some of the country’s most polarizing debates. Lake and her firm, Lake Snell Perry Mermin & Associates, represented organizations like Planned Parenthood, the AFL-CIO, and the Democratic National Committee. Conway and her firm, THE POLLING COMPANY, represented organizations like the Family Research Council, the Heritage Foundation, and the Republican National Committee. Many people would find it mind-boggling, if not impossible, that these two could be colleagues rather than combatants—especially in November 2004. This is how it came about.

As the most prominent female pollsters and analysts in the country, Lake and Conway spend much of their time traveling the nation listening to the views of ordinary people from all walks of life. Political polling is only a piece of it. They are in the business of measuring attitudes and behaviors in many arenas—to discover what people buy, what they believe, how they work, how they live, what they care about, what they fear, and what they want. They aren’t natural collaborators on a political stage, although they’ve occasionally been part of bipartisan projects.

As often happens with women, however, they stumbled unexpectedly on a point of commonality. As they surveyed the nation’s women in the years after 9/11, they independently reached a surprising conclusion: Even though the political rhetoric was more heated and polarizing than ever, the divisions didn’t seem to be there in many other areas. In the very places they expected disagreement they found agreement. Even when they viewed the results through the prisms of their different political leanings, each saw the same big trend: The emergence of a new vital center—a united power base among women that was reshaping America more than politics. Women were acting in ways that blurred and, in some cases, erased all the usual lines of division—politics, race, religion, age, and class.

What was going on? So intrigued were Lake and Conway about this discovery that they decided to explore further, and what they found was a radical new way of looking at women’s influence.

One of the first things they realized was that in order to authentically examine the question of what women really want, they had to make a distinction between politics and other arenas of life. By its very nature, politics is divisive. Its goal is to have winners and losers, and its process is to choose one party, candidate, and platform over another. Politics tracks the population according to its differences, constantly separating the red from the blue. As pollsters for vying political interests, Conway and Lake each hold very strong views—and client stakeholders to match—on the hot-button issues. But life is about much more than politics. While the media likes to focus on dissent because it is dramatic, the daily operation of society is all about commonality, with everyone striving to minimize the differences. A million silent agreements form the etiquette of society that keeps commerce humming, that allows neighborhoods to function, that maintains an orderly flow on highways. This etiquette isn’t political, but its cultural weight is heavier and more lasting than the shifting winds of political opinion.

Once Lake and Conway had examined women’s trends in a broader terrain than the political, they found that women were increasingly operating as trend-shapers and not just trend-responders. The feminist movement had matured, and a wider array of choices and opportunities had become available to women. They were no longer pursuing models of success that didn’t enrich their lives. Women from all walks of life and political persuasions were saying, by their words and actions, that they were no longer content to let the old (primarily male) norms shape their choices. They had become the norm, and they wanted an America that reflected their needs and values.

But what were those needs? Obviously, there is no prototypical American woman. She has many faces. She is a senior, a baby boomer, or maybe even a “grandboomer.” She is a Gen Xer and a millennial baby, often a mother or a not-yet-mom. She is white, black, Latina, and Asian. She is just as likely to be single as married, and she might be comfortable living with a partner to whom she is not wed. She could be second wife by 37 or a new mom at 50. She works full-time or part-time at a job or a career, or she stays at home with her kids. She often has a home-based business or entrepreneurial aspirations. She controls the family purse strings, worries about health care and security, and never has enough time to sleep.

Lake and Conway understand that women are not homogenous. They are complex. And they share a gut-level consensus that exists under the radar of conventional polls. Tracking polls, which blanket the national consciousness on a weekly basis, often fail to measure the intensity of beliefs and commitments, and they aren’t always sensitive to the distinctions women want to make about their lives. Even voting behaviors don’t necessarily reflect the most important values. Two women can vote for different candidates but want the same result—for example, an improvement in health care or secure retirement benefits.

As they continued to collect data showing that the most important national trends are driven by women and transcend political differences, Lake and Conway decided to launch a major independent study that would answer the seemingly trite but somewhat elusive question of what women really want. During the early months of 2005, they conducted two national polls, using sampling controls to ensure that a proportional and representative number of female adults were interviewed from such demographic groups as age, race and ethnicity, and geographic region. The margin of error was calculated at plus or minus 3.5%, meaning that in 19 out of 20 cases, the results obtained would differ by no more than 3.5 percentage points in either direction if the entire female populationnationwide were to be surveyed. (Margins for subgroups are higher.)

The construction of a poll requires a sensitive blending of knowledge and curiosity. Lake and Conway make their livings listening to people, especially women, and they know how to ask questions that elicit more than superficial answers and without leading a respondent to a preferred position. They developed the polling questions for this book, looking for opportunities to dig deeper and to distinguish these polls by their long-term implications. The American public is assaulted with constant polls that track the opinion and fashion du jour. Thousands of trivial factoids vie for our attention every hour. Tracking polls are like one-night stands—intense and appealing in the moment, but gone the next day. These flash-in-the-pan polls are even more prevalent during election years, complete with labels that simplify the differences between the sexes and marginalize women’s true influence and diversity. The 2004 election was a perfect example of the slippery nature of polls. The Lake-Conway polling was unique in its depth and sensitivity to women. By delving beneath the radioactive hot-button debates, they found something different—an uplifting account of women’s power to invent the good life for the new century.

The analysis that Lake and Conway bring to the polling data is a crucial part of this book, but they’re quick to qualify that pollsters don’t gaze into crystal balls to predict the future. Rather, they study the seeds of emerging trends and gauge their direction, in the same way an arborist studies a tree’s early leanings, branch and leaf patterns, to determine how it will grow. This book is the product of that work, and it is an exhilarating ride into the future. Women will cheer to find their views, their ideals, and their very selves reflected in the analysis of trends and the voices of women like them.

One of the first opinion polls ever conducted was used by Warren Harding in 1920 to find out how American women would cast their first vote ever. Smart move; he won the election. In the 85 years since, people have never stopped wanting to know what women think, how they feel, where they’re going, and what they want. Read on to hear an invigorating and inspiring take on the new ways American women are changing and improving our world.

—Catherine Whitney



INTRODUCTION
AMERICA IN HER IMAGE


At a recent focus group composed of working women and men, a male executive stated, “A successful day for me is when I don’t have to talk to anyone.” As several men in the room nodded in agreement, the women stared at him incredulously. They just didn’t get it.

If men feel more in control when they are left alone, women thrive on collaboration within a collection of interconnecting networks. “For me a successful day is when all my relationships are clicking,” countered a woman in the focus group.

It’s not exactly news that men tend to isolate while women communicate; the news is the way this one simple reality has sparked a movement. Cubicle by cubicle, neighborhood by neighborhood, on playgrounds, in coffee bars, on commuter trains, at community and school functions, in shops and health clubs, at conferences and retreats, informal female networks are relaying information, offering support, solving problems, and making a difference.

A REVOLUTION WITHOUT FANFARE

Eileen, an internist in her forties who specializes in women’s health, likes to tell the story of her first anatomy class in medical school. “Our anatomy texts referred to the male as the human prototype, the biological ideal. Female anatomy was only discussed when it digressed from the male standard. Smaller bones, a uterus, breasts that interfered with easy dissection, a weaker musculature. It was ludicrous—like saying children are merely miniature adults. But that was the attitude in the medical community. Some of those anatomy texts are still around, even though we know better today. Women aren’t just smaller, weaker versions of men. They’re unique.”

The medical model that Eileen describes is a fitting metaphor for what it has meant to be a woman in America. Although women have made tremendous advances toward equality and self-determination in the past century, the strides were usually measured by how successfully they adapted to the male standard. The canvas was already painted. The mold was already cast. Women were left to add the final touches, the accessories—a dab of color here, a high-heeled shoe there. Success in business meant showing she could be tough like a man. Success in marriage and motherhood meant satisfying the needs of her family. Few women in their right minds remained single by choice; status accrued with marriage and children.

Even in recent, more enlightened times, women have typically been defined not by what they are but by what they are not. A woman on her own is unmarried. She is childless. If she is at home raising children, she is nonworking. Many women have thus been diminished by the language of the day.

Politically, women’s influence for most of the 85 years since they earned the vote has been relegated to “soft” issues—education, health, and family values. Candidates didn’t talk to female audiences about the stock market, business, crime, or the military. They talked about schools or the environment. While these issues are still dear to them, women have broadened their scope of concern as their influence has grown.

The women’s movements of the last century have accomplished a great deal in improving access and opportunity for women in business, education, and the military. Today, we are in a decidedly post-feminist age. More and more, women are not fighting for a place in the establishment. They are the establishment.

Without fanfare, almost stealthily, America has become women-centric, reaching its full expression in the first decade of the twenty-first century. As a not-so-silent majority of women—from seniors to boomers to Generations X and Y—confront the singular challenge of recasting the nation in their image, they are shaking the culture to its core. Some grew weary of pounding at the seemingly immovable fortress of the male norm. Some gave the male norm the heave-ho altogether.

As pollsters and analysts, we’ve noticed the shifting patterns in family and work practices, lifestyle choices, and voting trends for many years. But when we probed more deeply, we discovered a fundamental new reality that statistics alone couldn’t measure. Women from all walks of life and political persuasions are saying, in effect, that they no longer define issues in accordance with male standards. Women have become the norm, and they want an America that better reflects their image.

EIGHT ARCHETYPES

What exactly does this female norm look like?

When we polled a representative sample of American women, we identified eight distinct archetypes, proving that women come from diverse experiences and points of view, even as they share many common goals. We didn’t always find agreement on the means, but we often found agreement on the ends. These eight archetypes are not abstract; they are based on the real women we surveyed. Along a broad continuum of change, some women are forceful advocates, while others are waging quieter revolutions, and still others are on the sidelines waiting to be lifted up.

These are the faces of American women, portrayed in our polling.

Feminist Champion: A politically engaged liberal, this highly educated, upwardly mobile woman is an activist for women’s and children’s issues. She tends to be more secular than others and holds strongly pro-choice views. She represents a mix of ages (the largest percentage being between 40 and 49) and she may be married or single. Devoted to her career and community, she is strongly motivated by values of equality and opportunity. You might find her at a pro-choice rally, a benefit for third world women, or working on a political action committee.

Suburban Caretaker: She is the lynchpin of home and community, typically a white, suburban wife and mother in her thirties and forties. A comfortable family income allows her to stay home with the kids, if she chooses, or to work part-time. Spirituality, and often religion, are important to her, and she views herself as the caretaker of the emerging generation, making her deeply invested in the moral standards of her community and nation. She focuses on education and health care and now tends to be a conservative “values” voter. You might find her at a PTA meeting, organizing a church event, or cheering her son or daughter at the fieldhouse or dance recital.

Alpha-Striver: She didn’t get the memo that women can’t “have it all,” and she is determined to excel both professionally and personally. Her high income, investments, and advanced education give her a wide array of options. She is likely to be a “junior senior,” between the ages of fifty and sixty-four, either married or single, and often a mom. Relatively liberal and engaged politically, she views herself as an agent of change. You might find her at a corporate conference, a county board planning meeting, or taking her high schooler on college interviews.

Multicultural Maverick: Young, single, urban, and multiethnic (White, Latina, African American, Asian), she is an individualist rather than a joiner, attracted to entrepreneurial endeavors. Her childless status gives her greater freedom, although she is strongly connected to her parents and siblings and may live at home. Although she tends to be liberal in her political views, she is somewhat indifferent about voting, and she distrusts most politicians. You might find her at the health club, coffee bar, or bistro, hanging out with friends, at a family barbecue, or attending an Earth Day concert.

Religious Crusader: Deeply committed to faith and family, she is more likely to view issues through the prism of “right vs. wrong” than “right vs. left.” A politically active Christian conservative or church-going Catholic, this woman in her forties is financially upscale, married, and a mother. If she works outside the home it is in her own business or in a career that provides a great deal of flexibility. You are most likely to see her at a religious service, a pro-life rally, or home schooling her children.

Waitress Mom: Usually a blue collar or service worker, this middle class mom is most concerned about achieving balance in her life and greater educational and financial opportunities for her children. While the majority of this group is married, the remaining third is split between single, divorced, and widowed. She tends to be a conservative-leaning moderate, a reliable voter who may “swing” to support candidates who address her core concerns of health, security and the economy. She considers herself a person of faith, but she does not regularly attend religious services. You are most likely to see her working a forty-hour week, grocery shopping at night, and taking her kids to the mall on weekends.

Senior Survivor: This over-65 grandmother is security-and health-conscious and may be either financially struggling or financially set, depending on her retirement means and monthly prescription bills. Politically centrist, she votes in nearly every election, and tends to support incumbents and the status quo. She may be married, widowed, or single. If her health is good, you might find her taking care of her grandchildren, getting involved in community organizations, working or volunteering part-time, and traveling. If she is frail or in poor health, you are most likely to find her at home, living with her children or in an assisted-living apartment—relying on her daughter to take her shopping and to medical appointments.

Alienated Single: Economically marginal and politically disengaged, this woman tends to be young—under 45. Divorced or never married, she may or may not have children. She is the least religious and the least educated of any group. Lacking a meaningful affiliation with a religious organization or supportive community, she tends to fly under the radar. She feels that she has little control over her future and worries about how she will take care of herself as she ages and is faced with health issues. Although she identifies herself as politically independent, she is usually not registered to vote. You are likely to see her in a low-wage job, rental apartment, and riding the bus or subway instead of driving. She is the least likely to be an agent of change, but she may be the beneficiary of changes others produce.

While our eight archetypes are incredibly diverse, we found it remarkable how often they voiced common dreams for themselves and their families, and how optimistic they were about the future. Even those on the lower end of the economic scale said their personal and work lives were much better than those of previous generations. In each category we found women who had by design or circumstances strayed from a self-limiting path to open up new options.

Even the most traditional of the women we surveyed recognized that they are living in a time when the cultural plates are shifting, opening up options that never existed before. As we interviewed them, we detected 10 major trends that are being driven by women in the categories of family life, work life, home life, aging, and public engagement. In these profound ways women are defining the terms of their lives—and the nation’s life—according to what they want, what they believe, and what feels right. They are dispelling myths, not with loud words but through quiet action:


	The rapidly growing population of single women demonstrates that they’re not ladies-in-waiting, but living fully. They’re buying homes, building retirement portfolios, enjoying sex, and even having children. They are debunking the glum notion that being single is an anxious state that leads to panic as they approach 40. For the first time in memory, a woman’s status in the world does not accrue solely with marriage and children.

	Women are looking at the culture of work in America and saying, “We can do better.” Instead of rushing to join the rat race and elbowing their way to the top of the frenzied pack, women are engineering a new work mode in entrepreneurial ventures and nontraditional environments.

	Women are orchestrating their home and work lives in ways that improve their satisfaction and lower their stress. They are refusing to buy into the effort to have it all—at least, not all at once. The Mommy Entrepreneur or Mommy Telecommuter tracks are increasingly common examples of women redefining their place in the world and at home.

	Women are unmasking the lies in the culture that are repeated so often that most people have come to believe them without question. For example, the reality of the beleaguered midlife woman “sandwiched” between the burdens of child care and parent care is not as common as we’ve been led to believe. The majority of seniors—especially senior women—are caregivers, not caretakers. Mixed-generational families most often live in homes owned and operated by the senior generation.

	Women are compressing the generation gap, negotiating the best of both youth and aging. They are first-time moms at 50, entrepreneurs at 65. They are replacing linear notions of age with stage of life, a fluid, borderless definition that reflects the way they really live.

	Generational compression has unified the fractured trends that once separated women by age. For the first time in history, women of different generations find they are more alike than not.
 
 
Women are erasing traditional lines of separation, sometimes meeting in the middle, eager for consensus, but often at least extending a hand to try to get there. As Arthur Schlesinger said many decades ago, “The middle of the road is definitely not the vital center. It’s the dead center.” The movement we’re describing is definitely not middle-of-the-road. It’s off-road and into the future.

The vision of the future detected in these trends is optimistic and often exhilarating. That in itself is a big change from the past, when women were defined by their struggles. A new age of opportunity will find women taking creative alternative routes to the centers of influence—doing it their way and in the process forging a better way. “The events in our lives happen in a sequence in time,” Eudora Welty wrote, “but in their significance to ourselves they find their own order … the continuous thread of revelation.”


TREND 1
SINGULAR SENSATIONS


Single women are becoming the most desirable demographic—fervently courted by industry and politicians, independent, happy, and not putting their lives on hold until Mr. Right comes along.

Remember the children’s card game called Old Maid? Players collect pairs of cards as they try to avoid being left holding the Old Maid card—a scary representation of a witchlike crone. The player holding the Old Maid at the end loses the game and also becomes the Old Maid. For little girls, losing at Old Maid could provoke a slight twinge of dread—the fear that someday she might be grown-up and single.

Today, you’d never hear an unmarried woman described as an old maid. In fact, by the 1990s, the card game Old Maid was so outdated that one savvy game designer created Old Bachelor. There, players collect pairs of cards depicting accomplished women while they try not to get stuck with the Old Bachelor.

In the past, control over the marriage proposal and thus the prospect of marriage rested solely with the man. Men did the proposing. Women did the waiting, hoping, and praying. An unmarried woman was a woman who hadn’t been asked. Even nuns became brides of Christ, and they took their vows wearing actual wedding gowns which they then replaced with habits. A woman who chose to remain unmarried was considered eccentric and maybe even deranged.



BY THE NUMBERS
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22 MILLION

The number of unmarried women

60

Percentage of women ages 40 to 69 who are single

26

Percentage of households run by unmarried adults


 
Today, one-third of American women are unmarried—a huge number that reflects a significant trend. One thing is certain: 22 million women are not just sitting around waiting for a proposal!

Our survey revealed just how dramatic this shift is. When asked an open-ended question about the reasons they thought women were single, not one respondent said, “Because they haven’t been asked” or “Nobody has proposed.” Rather, a plurality volunteered the primary reason as “Haven’t found the right person” followed by “Personal choice/never wanted to be married.”

We chose “Singular Sensations” as the number one trend, because for the first time in history, unmarried women as a group have a significant influence on the culture. By virtue of their numbers and the ways they choose to live, they have set in motion a cascade of other trends in virtually every area of society, including family and parenting, housing and work styles, politics, and the way we age.

SINGLE WOMEN: A MIXED DEMOGRAPHIC 

Who are the unmarried women of America? The stereotype of the free-wheeling single party girl who spends $500 on Manolo Blahniks doesn’t sum up this category any more than the widowed blue-haired granny who ventures out on a solo weekly drive. Single women are represented in every demographic category, and their primary concerns differ depending on their status. However, across the board they are more secular and progressive, and they tend to be more economically vulnerable than other groups.



BEING SINGLE
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	  	THEN 	NOW



	Reason 	Men were single by choice. Women were single because they hadn?t been asked. 	Women are choosing to be single—either permanently or the foreseeable future. 


	Economics 	Men married down. Women married up. Women needed marriage to be improve their economic status. 	Women don’t need a man or marriage to be self-sufficient and climb the economic ladder. 


	Sex 	Celibate or slut 	“She is in control” 


	Babies 	“First comes love, then comes marriage, then comes Daddy with the baby carriage.” 	Maybe: “First comes baby.” 


	Fear 	Being an Old Maid 	Getting stuck with an Old Bachelor 


	Models 	The spinster aunt 	Oprah 
 


 
Not surprisingly, unmarried Feminist Champions reinforce the ideals of equality and independence that have been the hallmarks of feminism. They tend to be over 40, and some have been married in the past. The never-marrieds in this group are not opposed to the idea, but they are living fully, are financially stable, and have strong community and family ties.

Multicultural Mavericks—young, ethnically diverse, and primarily urban—are the cultural trendsetters of Generations X and Y. They tend to be individualists who say that marriage is in their future, but on their terms and according to their time lines. It is important to them to be established in careers and financially stable before they start families.

Many of the Alpha Strivers in our survey are married, but the singles in this category are young (in their thirties) and have achieved notable career success. They have delayed marriage and children for professional development, but expect to marry and have children, confident of their ability to balance career and family.

Single Waitress Moms, as the label implies, are busy juggling jobs and kids, leaving them little time to develop social relationships or independent interests. They are split between divorced and never-marrieds, and the younger women in this group aspire to be in healthy, permanent marriages at some time in the future. They worry about the economic future of being unmarried.

Unmarried Senior Survivors come from a generation when more than 80% were married. As a result, they’re primarily widows, although a growing percentage in this age group is divorced. Most Senior Survivors are also mothers and grandmothers and have full family lives. Between 10% and 15% of them are the primary caretakers of grandchildren. However, according to a CBS Evening News report ( July 11, 2005), they haven’t stopped looking for love. One million Americans 65 years and older are using the Internet to meet a companion/find a date, and senior membership on match.com has tripled in the past five years.

Alienated Singles form the often invisible working poor, mothers with children who live from paycheck to paycheck and without a safety net. They need the support of others to buoy them, either through official social programs or informal community assistance.

MS. “RIGHT NOW” 

You don’t have to be a sociologist to figure out why women traditionally equated fulfillment with marriage. Before the 1960s, women had few opportunities to thrive, or even survive, on their own. Marriage was a blessed union that bestowed on a woman not only her right to sexual expression and motherhood, but also a respected status in the community and a better shot at financial solvency. A young married woman appeared to have grabbed the gold ring. With marriage came permission to leave her usually low-paying, unsatisfying job and/or restrictive parents for a life in which she could be independent and have a small power base in her own home.

Unmarried women fared poorly by comparison. Even if they managed to earn enough for a comfortable existence, they were isolated from the vibrant mainstream of family life that went on all around them. They were the odd women out, the proverbial third wheel in a culture that traveled in twos.

Today, this picture has changed dramatically, and the search for Mr. Right has been edged aside by the quest to become Ms. Right Now. Women are on their own by choice more than circumstance. They are Ladies-tired-of-waiting, with varied interests, packed schedules, and meaningful pursuits. They’re not waiting for Mr. Right to own a home, enjoy sex, invest and build retirement nest eggs, or even to have children.

The numbers do not lie. More than 22 million American women live alone—an 87% increase in the past two decades. About 12 million have never been married, 8 million are widowed, and nearly 2 million are divorced.

Only 25% of these unmarried women are under age 35, dispelling the myth that most singles are young. In fact, since the majority of married women outlive their husbands by five years or more, most women spend part of their later years being single, and statistics show that fewer widowed and divorced women are remarrying. The population of women on their own spans all age groups and economic circumstances—although those without children tend to be more economically upscale.

Unmarried women are demanding attention from marketers, politicians, and businesses, and they are forcing change in public policy and the workplace. They often find themselves at the top of the “fastest-growing segment” charts. They are the fastest-growing segment of new home and second-home buyers, car purchasers, travelers, graduate school students, new investors—the list goes on. Single women are a thriving demographic. While the prevalence of married-couple households has declined from 80% in the 1950s to just 50.7% today, the ranks of singles have expanded. They comprise 42% of the workforce, 40% of home buyers, and 35% of voters.

When we talk to never-married women in their forties or older, we find this theme repeated over and over: They always planned to get married, assumed they would be married, but for one reason or another, it never happened. Some of their stories sounded like the popular comic greeting card of the 1990s, with a shocked woman proclaiming, “Oh, my God, I forgot to get married!” Others came close to being married, and some were even married briefly when they were younger and are disappointed that they never found the right life partner. Often, even the older unmarried women say that they might still marry. The subject isn’t closed, the view not totally jaded. Here’s the distinction, though. They aren’t on hold, and they certainly aren’t hopeless. They feel a strong sense of personal identity and entitlement. They peek at the future with optimism but are fully living their lives in the present.

Lynn,* 46, an Atlanta bank officer, lived with a man for five years when she was in her twenties. After that relationship ended, she rented an apartment for a few years before buying a condominium when she was in her midthirties. “I expected to marry the man I lived with in my twenties,” she said, “and after we broke up, I figured I’d meet someone else within a couple of years, but I never did. Now I’m in my forties, and I would say that my identity is that of a single person. I still may get married someday, but it would have to be a very special man to disrupt the good life I have.”

When they talk about their passions, unmarried women are more apt to talk about having children than having husbands. Nearly half of them are single mothers—usually by circumstance, but increasingly these days by choice. That, too, is an arena that is opening itself up to unmarried women—a factor we’ll discuss in Trend 3.

“I’m the One I Want”

—FRAN, 42

For me to marry I’d have to find the male equivalent of me. That hasn’t happened yet.

Studies show that men thrive when they’re married, but women tend to be happier and more successful and live longer when they’re single. While never-married women are reaching the peaks of their careers and personal lives, never-married men are the least attractive demographic.

Sara, 42, an unmarried Chicago marketing executive, offered an example that illustrates this point. “When I was growing up, my Uncle Bert was what they called a ‘confirmed bachelor.’ He dated various women, lived in a nice apartment, and had plenty of money—unlike my parents, who had three kids to raise and were always struggling to make ends meet. My mother and her sisters were constantly plotting to set Uncle Bert up with a nice woman so he would settle down, but he’d laugh and ask why he’d want to trade his life for one like theirs, and he seemed to have a good point. We all thought Uncle Bert was sexy and fabulous. But today, when I meet a man my age who has never been married, I am immediately suspicious. It’s probably unfair, considering I haven’t been married either, but I wonder if something may be wrong with him. The point is, I’m the great catch, not him.”

This fact may be one reason why our survey respondents stated that the main reason for women being unmarried was they “haven’t found the right person.” Does that mean they’re too picky or just less willing to settle? Mindful of the 50% divorce rate, and eager to achieve their personal goals, they may not be looking as hard or as early for a husband. As women get older, better educated, and more successful, the “right person” is actually harder to find. In our survey, college-educated and professional women were more likely than college-educated men to say that their main reason for being single was because they hadn’t found the right person.

These data makes sense when you consider that, traditionally, men married down and women married up. As women grow more successful, the pool of available men on the “up” side shrinks. The culturally ingrained notion that men should be more financially and professionally successful than their wives or girlfriends has not yet been pierced, although there is anecdotal evidence that the customs are changing.

The popular television series Sex and the City grappled with this question. Miranda, the hard-charging lawyer, agonized over being with the sensitive, financially middling bartender, but finally overcame her fears for the sake of a baby she had not planned to have. Carrie, on the other hand, ultimately could not endure life with her Birkenstocks-clad furniture builder, or even the Russian artist. She ended up with Mr. Big (the aptly-named successful man whose appetites match his bank account), after all. The desperately seeking and twice-divorced Charlotte fell for a man who, though financially successful, is short and bald and doesn’t fit her picture of Prince Charming. As for saucy Samantha, after a lifetime working her way through corporate boardrooms and countless bedrooms, she finally found love with a much younger, less established man. Four women, four choices that converge into a cultural reality.

We found a disparity in the way men and women viewed the reasons for being single. Overall, single women were more likely than single men to state that the reason they themselves were still single was not having found the right person (38% to 32%), and Black women were more likely than Black men to give this reason.

While our survey respondents chose “haven’t found the right person” as the main reason women were unmarried, women also cited “personal choice” as the secondary rationale for being single. Not surprisingly, women with postgraduate degrees were most likely to say being single was a personal choice.

Thinking for a moment about single Americans, why do you think people are or remain unmarried?



	Total 	Men 	Women 	 



	31% 	28% 	34% 	HAVEN’T FOUND THE RIGHT PERSON 


	14% 	13% 	15% 	PERSONAL CHOICE/NEVER WANT TO BE MARRIED 


	8% 	7% 	9% 	WANT INDEPENDENCE FOR A WHILE 


	8% 	8% 	8% 	WANT TO SPEND TIME ON CAREER 


	8% 	8% 	8% 	BAD PREVIOUS RELATIONSHIPS 


	8% 	7% 	8% 	JUST NOT READY FOR SPOUSE AND/OR CHILDREN 


	6% 	5% 	7% 	WANT TO GAIN MORE FINANCIAL SECURITY FIRST 


	5% 	5% 	6% 	DEMANDS OF CAREER AND JOB GET IN THE WAY 


	5% 	5% 	4% 	DEMANDS OF LIFESTYLE AND OTHER GOALS GET IN THE WAY 


	2% 	2% 	2% 	SAW OTHERS IN BAD RELATIONSHIPS 


	2% 	2% 	1% 	GAY OR LESBIAN 


	1% 	1% 	2% 	OTHER FAMILY RESPONSIBILITIES 


	4% 	6% 	3% 	OTHER (VOLUNTEERED) 


	5% 	5% 	4% 	ALL OF THE ABOVE (VOLUNTEERED) 


	1% 	1% 	1% 	NONE OF THE ABOVE (VOLUNTEERED) 


	5% 	5% 	5% 	DO NOT KNOW (VOLUNTEERED) 


	* 	* 	* 	REFUSED (VOLUNTEERED) 
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Unmarried Women: Top 2 Reasons for Singlehood (By Income)

Overall, single women were slightly more likely than single men to say that the reason why they haven’t married was personal choice (17% to 11%). We also saw an indication that as single women get older, better educated, and more professionally successful, they are more inclined to view their status as a choice. Women with post-graduate degrees were more likely than men with post-graduate degrees to say that being single is a choice. Women aged 35 to 54 were somewhat more likely than younger women, 18 to 34, to say being single was a personal choice (17% to 11%). And unmarried women earning $70,000 or more were among the most likely to call being single a matter of personal choice. Or, as one 44-year-old respondent put it, “In my twenties, I was single because I wanted the independence and to focus on my schooling and career. In my thirties, I was single because I had not found the right person. In my forties, I’m single because I’ve made a choice. I bought a house; I have my own life. By the time I get to my fifties, who knows? The point is, I can do anything I want to do.”



THE JAPAN FACTOR
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If the “liberation” of American women from the marriage market strikes some as not a particularly radical trend, one need only look across the ocean to Japan to conclude that it is significant. Tradition and freedom make strange bedfellows, but in this culturally old-fashioned society, where gender roles are strictly prescribed, the percentage of women staying single is even greater than in the United States. Over the past decade, the portion of Japanese women aged 25 to 29 who never married has surged from 40% to 54%. Among women aged 30 to 34 the nevermarried group has increased from 14% to 27%. In a recent poll, 73% of single Japanese women said they were happy to remain single.

What is most interesting about this trend is that it seems to be driven by the heavy traditional burden placed on married women. In the 1980s, a woman unmarried by 25 was dismissed as “Christmas cake”?thrown out on December 26. She was considered unattractive and outside the mainstream. But many Japanese women complain that men are still stuck with old-fashioned ideas about marriage, and they have begun to resist an institutional structure that often puts an end to their independence, careers, and personal growth.

According to Frances Rosenbluth, professor of political science at Yale University, who has studied social trends among Japanese women, “Women are not satisfied with the old way, but they don’t have a new way. They’re stuck. The way they cope with that is by at least having some career before getting married. They figure once they get married, it’s going to be all over.”

Adding to the appeal of the single life is the complete absence of expectations for unmarried women. They often live at home, supported by their parents, while they spend their own earnings on leisure activities and travel.

Not too long ago, many Japanese hotels would not even allow women traveling alone to spend the night, fearing they were looking for a place to commit suicide. Now single women have become some of their best customers.


 
TABLE FOR ONE 

Are single women lonely? In our survey, one in four respondents named “loneliness or isolation” as the main downside of being single, but probing deeper we found substantial futurizing in that response. That is, unmarrieds are not necessarily feeling lonely or isolated now, but they worry about solitary confinement as they age.

“I sometimes worry about growing old alone,” admitted Margaret, who is 46. “It’s a vague anxiety. I’m certainly not feeling isolated now. I’ve heard people say you should have kids so they can take care of you in your old age, but I don’t agree with that. What I really think is that most of us worry about being alone when we’re older, whether we’re married or single.”

“I think singles have a knee-jerk fear of having no one in their lives who puts them first,” said Jamie, 39. “But, you know, it’s often an idealized view. If I’m feeling sorry for myself for one reason or another, I’ll think, ‘Oh, boo hoo, I’m all alone. Nobody cares.’ But people do care. I get tremendous support from my friends, my three sisters, my parents, my church. My best friend, who is married and has two children is more isolated than I am because she doesn’t have time for friends. It’s a trade-off”

One thing is clear: Women are providing their husbands or male partners more emotional support than they’re receiving from them. A Harris Interactive study conducted for Psychology Today found that while 76% of men turned to their partners for emotional support, only 36% of women turned to their partners—a two-to-one differential that reflects our own findings. Women tend to seek out other women when they need to vent, want sympathy, or seek a sense of belonging. Men are far more likely than women to say that their most important relationship is with their wife or significant other.

So who holds the perception that the downside of being single is loneliness and isolation? The breakdown among our survey respondents was revealing. Across the board, single men were somewhat more likely than single women to say that isolation was the most difficult aspect of being single (27% to 21%). The difference may reflect several realities. One is the relative ease women have establishing emotionally supportive relationships with both male and female friends. Another factor is that far more single women are raising children. Additionally, single women generally tend to maintain stronger ties (and sometimes closer proximity) to their parents than their male counterparts.

Regardless of your marital status, which of the following best describes the downside, if any, to remaining single and unmarried?



	Total 	Men 	Women 	 



	25% 	24% 	26% 	LONELINESS OR ISOLATION 


	12% 	13% 	11% 	NOTHING/THERE IS NO DOWNSIDE 


	11% 	13% 	10% 	LACK OF MEANINGFUL RELATIONSHIPS 


	10% 	7% 	13% 	HANDLING ALL THE RESPONSIBILITIES ALONE 
 





	Total 	Men 	Women 	 



	10% 	11% 	10% 	BEING ON YOUR OWN IN DIFFICULT TIMES/WHEN OLDER 


	7% 	7% 	7% 	NOT HAVING CHILDREN 


	6% 	4% 	8% 	LESS FINANCIAL SECURITY 


	5% 	5% 	5% 	DIFFICULTY MEETING PEOPLE LATER IN LIFE 


	5% 	6% 	4% 	FEELING LIKE YOU’RE “MISSING OUT” BY NOT BEING MARRIED 


	3% 	3% 	3% 	SOCIETAL PRESSURE 


	3% 	3% 	3% 	PRESSURE FROM OTHER FAMILY MEMBERS 


	1% 	1% 	* 	OTHER (VOLUNTEERED) 


	4% 	4% 	3% 	ALL OF THE ABOVE (VOLUNTEERED) 


	2% 	1% 	3% 	NONE OF THE ABOVE (VOLUNTEERED) 


	5% 	4% 	5% 	DO NOT KNOW (VOLUNTEERED) 


	1% 	1% 	2% 	REFUSED (VOLUNTEERED) 
 

For unmarried Americans, the importance of familial relationships seems to depend upon the presence of children. When an unmarried man or woman has a child, that relationship becomes the most important. In our survey, single women with children were 13 points more likely than married women with children to say that their most important relationship was with their child (33% to 20%). When men are childless, this relationship seems weighted toward a partner, whereas for women, this relationship is heavily shifted toward a parent.

There are economic realities that trigger a sense of isolation. Men and women with annual incomes between $30,000 and $49,000 were among those most likely to say that isolation was the greatest downside for singles (29% and 30%, compared to 24% and 26%, respectively).

The practical side of living alone was viewed differently by the sexes. Women were 6 points more likely than men to say that handling day-to-day responsibilities on one’s own was the main disadvantage to being unmarried (13% to 7%). Our polling numbers show that this transcends mere loneliness. They worry about flying solo into an uncertain future, with financial, physical, and emotional support all up to them.

Twelve percent of our respondents said there was no downside to remaining unmarried, with negligible differences between the sexes. These non-conformists may be among those who are moving this “trendlet” into a lifestyle to which marketers and politicians are beginning to respond.



DID YOU KNOW?

[image: Image]

Mary Richards, the single heroine of the Mary Tyler Moore Show, which aired from 1970 to 1977, was in her thirties. Her best friend, Rhoda Morgenstern, was also in her thirties, and she was 34 when she married Joe on her own show, Rhoda. By statistical averages of the 1970s, these two TV favorites had already passed the average age of marriage by well over a decade.


 
HAPPILY NEVER MARRIED 

“This is a true story,” recounts Eileen, 38. “I was seeing a therapist because I thought I should try to figure out why I wasn’t married. Maybe I had an intimacy problem or a fear of commitment. I wanted to get to the bottom of it. My therapist was a very bright lady, about my age, married with two kids. She helped me realize that I did have some issues, but they weren’t what I thought. The turning point came after I’d been seeing her for about seven months. I was telling her about refusing a date with this guy from my church because I just wanted to order in a pizza and watch TV in my ratty old pajamas. I remember giving an embarrassed little laugh and saying something like, ‘Isn’t that pathetic?’ Then I noticed the look on my therapist’s face. There was so much longing there it almost knocked me over. I realized with amazement that this woman who had the perfect life was jealous of me! She probably never had a peaceful moment. I began to look at my life with new perspective and I saw that it didn’t need to be fixed.”

Many single women, especially those who were childless, recounted similar “aha” moments, occasionally even expressing a wicked glee at the relative ease of their lives compared to their overstretched married friends. Some of them insist that the choice to be unmarried can be as dignified and satisfying as the choice to be married, and this has given rise to a new industry aimed at symbolizing the state. A successful example is the Ah ring.

The brainchild of Ruva Fox, a New York single entrepreneur with a lot of happy, single friends, the Ah ring doesn’t require a Prince Charming or a bended knee, and for that reason it’s selling like hotcakes among single women. “Engaged women have their engagement rings and married women have their wedding bands,” said Fox, “but there was nothing on the market specifically designed for single women.” She decided to market the Ah ring, the first diamond ring made for single women. The Ah stands for “available” and “happy.” Worn on the pinkie and priced to sell at $295, the ring is a 14-karat, white-gold band of 11 round, full-cut diamonds (about 1/4-karat altogether), with “Ah” engraved inside.
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