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Abstract 

Though women have grown up with the message that it is possible to “have it all,” their 

experiences of balancing motherhood and professional careers in relation to this concept 

have not been sufficiently explored. This project seeks to examine how dual-earner 

couples are balancing the competing demands of work and home, how motherhood 

affects women’s career trajectories and identity development, and the challenges and 

stressors faced by working parents. The study also explores opinions regarding feminism, 

gender equality, and “having it all” as a cultural concept. An online survey was 

administered to participants (N = 531) using a mixed method design that included 

multiple choice and open-ended questions. Participants’ and partners’ work 

environments, opinions about American work culture, experiences related to motherhood, 

child and family responsibilities, feminist identity, and “having it all” were assessed. 

Participants were English-speaking, partnered women over the age of 18, with children 

under 12 years old, who had worked in the United States for some time both prior to and 

after having children. Data was analyzed for common themes using a phenomenological 

approach. The findings show that motherhood is a highly transformative life stage for 

working mothers striving to reconcile their previous and current identities. Though 

participants were likely to prioritize motherhood in their children’s early years, most also 

demonstrated enduring commitment to their careers. Nevertheless, combining work and 
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family was significantly challenging due to cited gender inequities and social and 

structural challenges that contributed to emotional stress. Most participants identified as 

feminists, but their definitions of feminism were varied and personal. Though women 

wanted fulfilling careers and family lives, many identified balance, flexibility, and 

individually defined happiness as important components of “having it all.” Others 

critiqued the concept outright as a damaging myth that sets women up for failure. Data 

obtained in this study highlights the unique challenges faced by working mothers and 

dual earner couples and the need to enhance social and structural supports for working 

families.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

In 1919, a college student wrote in the Smith College Weekly, “we cannot believe 

it is fixed in the nature of things that a woman must choose between a home and her 

work, when a man may have both. There must be a way out and it is the problem of our 

generation to find the way” (as cited in Cott, 1987, p. 181). Almost a decade later, Crystal 

Eastman, an American feminist, wrote about the “great woman question of to-day” which 

she understood as “the very essence of femininity,” on “how to reconcile a woman’s 

natural desire for love and home and children with her equally natural desire for work of 

her own for which she is paid” (as cited in Cott, 1987, p. 180). These questions have been 

raised multiple times by subsequent generations. Though women have made great gains 

in their fight for gender equality, a century later, questions about whether women can 

“have it all,” meaning both a family and a successful career, remain in a society still 

informed by many traditional notions regarding what is considered “natural” and intrinsic 

to femininity, and especially, to mothers’ place in the social order.  

In the current social and cultural context, the question of what it means to “have it 

all” has captured the public’s attention and entered into the public discourse. Several 

recent articles and books have played an important role in the conversation, including an 

article titled, “Why Women Still Can’t Have It All” that appeared in The Atlantic by 

Anne-Marie Slaughter (2012), a woman whose prolific professional accomplishments 

include lawyer, professor, foreign policy analyst, and the first female Director of Policy 

Planning in the U.S. State Department. Based on her own experience of struggling to 

balance the demands of work and family life as well as her observations and interviews 
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with other women, Slaughter (2012) thoughtfully outlined the reasons why having it all is 

still not a reality for women of today’s generation. Her article generated more responses 

than all previous articles in combination for the magazine and incited a large-scale 

conversation in the media as women weighed in with their insights and experiences. 

Sheryl Sandberg’s (2013) book, Lean In, which urged women to not give up on their 

ambitions and to challenge themselves to meet the demands of the professional world, 

contributed to the debate about whether it is women’s fears and choices or other factors 

that contribute to the dearth of women in leadership positions today. In a highly 

publicized and criticized move, Marisa Mayer, the President and CEO of Yahoo!, 

discontinued the option of working from home for employees at her company, a move 

that was seen as a step back by many feminists who have argued for increased workplace 

flexibility to reflect the needs of many dual-earner families. Though she herself returned 

to work shortly after giving birth, she built a nursery next to her office, a luxury afforded 

by her position that does not reflect what is possible for the average working woman, 

earning her widespread criticism. The intensity of the responses to these issues suggests 

that a ‘nerve’ has been struck in American women, and that the question of “having it all” 

is one that they have been grappling with for some time. 

Significance of the Problem 

In the context of changing gender dynamics, both in the workforce and at home, 

women and men often work and are taking on more equal responsibilities for children. 

However, social and political policies do not reflect the changing realities of dual-earner 

families, forcing many couples to evaluate how best to balance their varied roles. 

Historian Stephanie Coontz (2013) observed in her article, “Why Gender Equality 
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Stalled,” that “for more than two decades the demands and hours of work have been 

intensifying. Yet progress in adopting family-friendly work practices and social policies 

has proceeded at a glacial pace.” Many professional women must reconcile the 

competing demands of work and home in a social and cultural environment that is not 

necessarily structured to make this possible.  

Throughout the 1980’s and 1990’s, young girls were raised with the notion that 

they could “have it all”, that they could have a successful career, get married, and have 

children. These values were idealized in the caricature of the “superwoman” who 

seamlessly and effortlessly was able to manage multiple roles in her life while still 

appearing youthful, beautiful and contented (Makers, 2013). However, this reality has 

been difficult to achieve. The burden on working women has increased as hours have 

lengthened while wages have not risen, with women still making approximately $.77 for 

every dollar that a man makes (Makers, 2013). Meanwhile, social structures have 

remained largely unchanged. As Slaughter (2012) argued in her article, inadequate 

maternity leave, inflexible hours and expectations, lack of affordable quality child care, 

and school hours which are not the same as work hours are among the challenges women 

must contend with while trying to balance motherhood and work. Many women are faced 

with the prospect of just getting by, which may represent a marked contrast to what they 

had envisioned for themselves when younger. These types of conflicts, especially in a 

culture based on control and self-initiative, present unique psychological challenges for 

women who are struggling to live up to the idea that they are responsible for their own 

success and happiness, if they only try hard enough.  
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Stephanie Coontz (2013) wrote that “as of 2000, the average dual-earner couple 

worked a combined 82 hours a week, while almost 15% of married couples had a joint 

workweek of 100 hours or more,” facts that highlight the difficulties faced by dual-earner 

families with children. Though there has been progress towards more equal distributions 

of labor at home, women still remain predominately responsible for domestic duties 

(Negrea, 2012). Even when both partners work, parenting most often remains a full-time 

job for women, while for men, despite increased involvement, childcare and chores are a 

part-time responsibility (Makers, 2013). Arlie Hochschild, the author of The Second Shift, 

observed that “neither husbands nor companies have adjusted to working mothers” and 

that our culture still has “work structures that assume workers are men who have wives” 

(Makers, 2013). Individuals, often women, who scale back at work due to family reasons, 

risk losing benefits and wages (Coontz, 2013). They may also be perceived as less 

capable and not as committed to their careers if they bring up the need for 

accommodations or some level of flexibility due to family responsibilities (Slaughter, 

2012). Politically, female representation in government and higher positions is still 

lagging, with women representing only 18% of seats in the United States government 

(United Nations Development Programme, 2014). Furthermore, the United States has yet 

to have a female president.      

In highlighting the psychological effects of these challenges, Cheryl Sandberg, the 

COO of Facebook, shared that she feels guilty working long hours and being away from 

home while her husband does not (Makers, 2013), reflecting the conflicting emotions 

faced by many women (Slaughter, 2012). Abigail Pogrebin echoed this when she shared 

that she was not “prepared for the ambivalence of motherhood and career” (Makers, 
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2013). This guilt may be a reflection of the historical and continued conflation of 

womanhood with motherhood (Cabeza, Johnson, and Tyner, 2011; Ireland, 1993; Rose, 

2014; Sandler, 2013; Wang, Parker, & Taylor, 2013). For those women who ultimately 

want children, many delay marriage and childbearing in order to pursue higher 

educations and prioritize careers at younger ages, factors that can negatively influence 

fertility and the ability to “have it all” (Kalb et al., 2003). After having children, women 

are often faced with renegotiating their professional identities in the face of challenges 

that may have been difficult to foresee in a culture that promotes self-determinism, rather 

than social and political factors, as most significant in influencing personal success 

(Budgeon, 2011; Jacques, 2012).   

 Though the concept of “having it all” has been a part of the American cultural 

fabric for some time now, there are many questions regarding what it actually means for 

women and how they personally define it. Is it a fantasy, an impossible cultural myth, 

setting women up for a double bind? Or are real women making “having it all” work in 

reality? If so, what does this look like? Exploring women’s narratives and meaning-

making of this term provides information about how the concept applies to women’s 

lived experiences. Furthermore, the psychological consequences of attempting to do it all 

and having to subsequently give up on this ideal have currently not been explored in great 

detail, including the effects on identity, self-esteem, and mood.  

To better understand the meaning of “having it all”, there is a need to explore how 

this concept has been shaped and changed based on its social and historical location, 

including the context in which it emerged. This study explores how women have 

historically and in a contemporary context negotiated the tensions between the dual roles 
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of parenting and working identities, especially as gender roles have continued to change 

and evolve. In our current cultural climate, questions remain as to how women are 

constructing their identities based on the idea of “having it all,” what factors present 

significant challenges to balancing work and family, and how this is related to women’s 

notions of feminism.  

Scope of the Study 

This project specifically focuses on the experiences of educated, professional 

women. Though the literature review briefly highlights women’s differential experiences 

based on class, a deeper review of the distinct struggles of poor, single, and working class 

mothers is beyond the scope of the current study. The history of the women’s movement 

is reviewed to contextualize women’s issues followed by a review of contemporary 

feminism that encompasses social, political, and gender issues. Controversies around 

gender roles are informed by literature that explores what is traditional versus non-

traditional, including ideas regarding essentialism (that women and men are essentially 

different) versus social constructivism (that these ideas are socially constructed). 

Contemporary women’s issues and struggles, including working, family/life balance, and 

gender roles are also presented.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to explore how professional women define, 

understand, and apply the concept of “having it all” in their lives. Participants are 

professional women who have worked before and some time after having children and 

who are currently raising children under the age of 12 with a partner. The study asks 

women to reflect on the meaning of “having it all”, both currently and in different life 
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stages, and the influence of motherhood on this concept in their lives. Feminism is 

explored to contextualize women’s experiences.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The following is a review of the literature on the cultural concept of “having it 

all” for professional women negotiating dual roles of motherhood and career. A brief 

review of the history of the concept “having it all” begins the chapter. The chapter is then 

organized into two parts. Part I will detail the origins and progression of the feminist 

movement to contextualize the issues that contemporary professional women and their 

families face when attempting to combine work and family. First, a review of first wave 

feminism, in which women challenged Victorian notions about womanhood while 

fighting for increased legal freedoms, is provided. Next, a review of second wave 

feminism will highlight the ways that women fought against revived traditionalist notions 

of femininity and prioritized working as a way to gain equality with men. A review of 

third wave feminism will provide insight into the ways in which contemporary women 

are redefining their feminist identities. Part II will provide an overview of the current 

status of women, with special attention paid to working professional mothers, and the 

social, political, and career challenges faced by dual earner couples attempting to “have it 

all.” Related issues, including gender theory, motherhood, fertility, changing gender roles 

and attitudes about work, gaps in leadership and pay, maternity costs, childcare, and 

household division of labor will be more deeply examined.  

Having It All 

The phrase “having it all” was first adopted by career women and used by Joyce 

Gabriel in her book, “Having It All: A Practical Guide to Overcoming the Career 

Woman’s Blues” in 1980 (Safire, 2001). Two years later, Helen Gurley Brown (1982), 
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the former editor-in-chief of Cosmopolitan magazine, used the phrase in her self-help 

book where she articulated that feminism is about choice and that women can have “job 

success and well-raised children”, but only if they are “so inclined, and willing to make 

sacrifices (p. 90-91). 

This idea, that women can have it all, if they want to, as long as they work hard 

has persisted for several generations, shaping the ambitions and desires of many 

contemporary women who have attempted to do just that. Brown (1982) acknowledged 

that in order to have it all, women needed to have supports in place at home and in the 

workplace, including help with housework and childcare, as well as finding employers 

who were sympathetic to the challenges of working mothers and who offered flexible 

schedules and benefits, a combination that three decades later is still elusive for most 

women.  

This idea has been contested in the public discourse, perhaps most recently by 

Cheryl Sandberg (2013) who puts the onus on women to “lean in” and find their own 

success at work, despite the systematic and political barriers blocking women’s 

advancement in the workplace. This perspective ignores the reasons why women’s 

choices are limited when it comes to the work-family balance discussion, and the ways in 

which historical, social, and cultural forces have affected available options and the public 

discourse around them (Blair-Loy 2003; Crittenden, 2001; Williams, 2000). In addition, 

not all women have high-powered ambitions and substantial resources, with many just 

striving to make it through the workweek and the daily stressors that can arise in a dual-

earner household (Miller, 2013) 
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“Having it all” may be a feminist promise that never was, but a phrase that was 

sold to the public by the media and in advertising (Szalai, 2015). Though Brown’s (1982) 

book gave “having it all” more widespread attention, she herself was weary of the phrase 

(Szalai, 2015). Since then, “having it all” has been used to blame women and the feminist 

movement for false promises, “a distraction” from the real issues that keep women from 

being equal. In other words, “to say that women expect to ‘have it all’ is to trivialize 

issues like parental leave, equal pay and safe, affordable child care; it makes women 

sound like entitled, narcissistic battle-axes while also casting them as fools,” and in so 

doing, keeping them from uniting to change the problems that perpetuate inequality 

(Szalai, 2014, p. 1).   

Part I: History of the Feminist Revolution 

Because cultural conceptions of what is normative are rooted in history, a 

discussion of the various waves of the feminist revolution up through the present time are 

outlined below in order to provide a historical framework for the notion of “having it all” 

for contemporary women. Since the very beginning, the question of where women 

belong—whether at home or in the public sphere—has been passionately contested up 

through the present time.  

First Wave Feminism  

First wave feminism encompassed the 19th and early 20th centuries and was 

primarily about extending women’s legal rights and gaining the right to vote (Banner, 

1974; Friedan & Quindlen, 2001). In this era, women joined together to protest 

inequality, seek educational and employment opportunities, and gain greater mobility 

outside of the home. Women’s participation in the two World Wars gave them an 
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opportunity to succeed in the work world, though they were quickly pushed back towards 

domestic pursuits when the wars ended. Mainstream culture exploited women’s anxieties 

about their maternal and social selves. Whereas domesticity was linked with femininity, 

work was decidedly a masculine domain. Women who worked were often faced with 

derision and social shaming in an era that maintained a narrow essentialist view of gender 

roles.  

Fighting the confines of domesticity. By the late 1890’s, many women were 

attending high school and even college in greater numbers and were fighting their way 

into professional occupations (Banner, 1974). Nevertheless, discriminatory laws and 

practices were still quite widespread which meant that women often worked in jobs that 

were divided based on gender and were generally less prestigious, lower-paying, and 

lacking in advancement opportunities (Banner, 1974).  

Media, ad agencies, and specialized women’s magazines perpetuated a 

stereotyped version of femininity and exploited women’s anxieties regarding their natural 

place in the social order (Cott, 1987; Friedan, 2001). Women who worked were portrayed 

as unfeminine, unattractive, and emasculating to their husbands (Cott, 1987). They were 

blamed for threatening the wellbeing of their children and society, and even understood 

by some as mentally ill for not being able to find fulfillment in their roles as wives and 

mothers (Banner, 1974). These factors combined to create a social environment that 

pressured women away from working, and foreshadowed the significance that these same 

forces would have in shaping beliefs about women’s roles in the post WWII years (Cott, 

1987; Friedan & Quindlen, 2001). 
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In 1910, only 11% of married women were employed (Banner, 1974). In addition 

to cultural pressures, there were practical difficulties in attempting to combine pursuits 

outside of the home with domestic responsibilities. With the advent of timesaving 

devices, women were expected to do more and to do it better than previous generations 

based on the “electric servants” now available to them (Cott, 1987, p. 163). Homemaking 

and mothering were increasingly scrutinized, studied, and systematized, and prescriptions 

for domestic success left little time for women to actually pursue paid employment (Cott, 

1987).  

In reaction to women’s fight for greater participation in the social world, the 

antisuffrage movement emerged. There was a fear that “if women voted, they would hold 

office; if women held office, they would leave the home, break up the family, and take 

power away from men” (Banner, 1974, p. 89). As so many times before and after, 

women’s identities were linked to their responsibility to not only save their own homes, 

but to hold together the morality of society, to “nourish the world’s future” via their roles 

as domestic nurturers (Rose, 2014). The link between motherhood and domestic life as 

natural, primary, and distinctly feminine was taken up by the antifeminist movement in 

calling for the return of women to their “natural” place in the home. Even among most 

female activists in the early 20th century, the idea remained that, despite their differences 

on other topics, “feminists of all persuasions likewise agreed that the chief fulfillment of 

a woman’s life was motherhood” (Banner, 1974, p. 119).  

The “neurotic” working woman. With the passing of the Thirteenth 

Amendment in 1913, women in the United States gained the right to vote, and 

participation in the women’s movement subsequently declined (Banner, 1974; Dicker, 
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2008). Though “a new female image” of the modern woman emerged, it was still based 

on traditional stereotypes (Banner, 1974). Women received the cultural message that 

combining marriage and career was not only a difficult endeavor, but that the feminist 

cause had led to a loss of women’s privileges to stay home, an argument that would once 

again be used in the backlash to second wave feminism.   

During World War I and World War II, large numbers of women entered the 

workforce but were let go once men returned home. In each case, a backlash to working 

women followed, especially after the close of World War II (Banner, 1974). The “career 

woman” was described as “neurotic because she had rejected her natural role” while 

“neurotic housewives” were also to blame for “other evils,” such as male impotence and 

alcoholism (Banner, 1974, p. 213). Jacqueline Rose (2014), a professor of English 

specializing in psychoanalysis and feminism in literature, reflected that for centuries, 

mothers have been given the “sacred duty” to prevent “social deterioration,” responsible 

for the welfare of the state via their role of ideal mother, becoming “objects of moral 

contempt” when they were perceived to have failed in this regard. This was certainly true 

for the many women who faced significant pressures to be perfect wives and mothers and 

to conform to an ideal that was propagated both by academia and experts in popular 

media. As in previous decades, working women continued to face particularly harsh 

criticism, their movement outside of the home viewed as threatening to men’s 

masculinity and to the health and wellbeing of their families and society.  

Scholarship in several disciplines continued to equate womanhood with 

motherhood. Many of post-war society’s ideas concerning women came from Freudian 

theory that emphasized that “woman’s anatomy was her destiny” and that to deny this 
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was to risk personal and familial ruin (Banner, 1974; Rosenberg, 1992). These views 

were echoed by experts in several fields and perpetuated by media where women were 

almost always portrayed as homemakers (Banner, 1974; Rosenberg, 1992). The 

idealization of family life led to a significant decline in feminist activism and the 

elevation of motherhood as the most important female role (Dicker, 2008; Friedan & 

Quindlen, 2001; Rosenberg, 1992).  

Return to traditionalism. The social environment and scholarship of earlier 

decades paved the way for a return to conservative traditionalism as women were warned 

of the “terrible consequences of denying one’s feminine nature by pursuing a career or 

entering politics” (MacLean, 2009, p. 7). Women who were unmarried were increasingly 

seen as a social threat, “irrational, unwholesome, mannish, or frigid”, assumptions that 

“constituted an emphatic backlash against the idea and practice of independent women” 

(Cott, 1987, p. 160). Marriage rates increased while the age of marriage decreased, a 

trend that would continue on through to the 1950’s and would usher in the baby-boom 

generation (Banner, 1974; Cott, 1987; Freidan, 1963; MacLean, 2009). The size of 

families also increased (Freidan, 1963; Banner, 1974). The fear of communism and 

suspicion of organized social justice groups also contributed to the decline of feminist 

fervor (MacLean, 2009). More women looked to better their lives through marriages to 

successful men rather than through the pursuit of college degrees and professional 

careers, with the exception of black women who were more likely than their white 

counterparts to finish college (Rosenberg, 1992). These trends issued in an era of 

patriarchy that would remain largely unchallenged until the 1960’s.  
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Second Wave Feminism 

 Second wave feminism began in the 1960’s and tapered off in the 1980’s. Despite 

the hard won victories of first wave feminists for increased independence and legal 

freedoms, women during this time were still treated as dependent on men. The feelings 

and experiences of countless women who felt trapped in domestic roles helped to spark a 

renewed feminist fervor. Women’s entry into paid work was seen as the way to gain 

emancipation from traditional gender roles, and equality based on the sameness of the 

sexes was emphasized. The movement would make huge gains for women’s rights, but 

ambivalence and fears about wide-sweeping social changes eventually issued in a 

feminist backlash. A new image of the supposedly equal, but stressed out, miserable 

working woman attempting to do it all but personally failing to achieve what her feminist 

mothers had hoped for, subsequently emerged.  

Antecedents. The civil rights movement for racial equality was a precursor to 

feminist activism, ushering in an era of social protest (Dicker, 2008; MacLean, 2009; 

Rosenberg, 1992). Betty Friedan, author, journalist, and women’s rights activist, also 

ignited feminist dialogue that would herald in second wave feminism with the publication 

of her book, The Feminine Mystique, in 1963. Friedan described “the problem with no 

name,” the sense of disillusionment, boredom, monotony, and lack of creativity and 

fulfillment many women felt due to being trapped in the literal and symbolic walls of 

their homes (Friedan & Quindlen, 2001). She systematically critiqued the institutional 

and cultural forces that limited women’s potentials, including Freudian ideology that 

blamed career women and supposedly neurotic and failed housewives for social 

problems.  



	   16	  

These biases were widespread in society at the time. Education geared at women 

focused on preparing them for their domestic roles (Banner 1974; Friedan & Quindlen, 

2001; Rosenberg, 1992; Sigerman, 2003). Children’s failings were blamed on errant 

mothers, especially those that worked (Banner 1974; Friedan & Quindlen, 2001). Women 

who wanted to work were told to “seek psychological counseling” because they were 

putting their children at risk for experiencing feelings of rejection and abandonment that 

might later lead them to “juvenile delinquency” (Rosenberg, 1992, p. 151). Meanwhile, 

fathers were told to help with some caretaking tasks, such as reading to their children, but 

not too often, lest children become confused about proper gender roles (Rosenberg, 

1992). Mothering became not only a personal responsibility, but a social one as well, 

especially in the context of the Cold War, as traditional behavior in the family was linked 

to improving national security (Rosenberg, 1992). Women who did attempt to combine 

marriage, children, and work often faced social distrust, spousal disapproval, and overt 

discrimination, including being told that the possibility of pregnancy precluded being 

hired for a job (Richman, 2013; Rosenberg, 1992).  

Freidan’s book touched a nerve for many women in her generation. Widely read, 

it shattered the illusion promoted by the greater culture that all women found bliss in their 

roles as homemakers and brought to light the plethora of discriminatory practices and 

cultural standards that restricted women’s lives. Society in the 1960’s was not set up to 

support the independence of women. Women, though no longer the legal property of men 

as they had once been in the Victorian era, were still very much treated as if they were. 

Women’s personhood was defined by a patriarchal legislative and social system that 

required male oversight of women’s participation in the world (Dicker, 2008; Makers, 
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2013). Friedan (2001) wrote that “in the second half of the twentieth century in America, 

woman’s world was confined to her own body and beauty, the charming of man, the 

bearing of babies, and the physical care and serving of husband, children, and home” all 

of which were promoted by media, education, and cultural practices (p. 27).  

The publication of Friedan’s book coincided with President Kennedy’s 

Commission on the Status of Women that investigated inequalities experienced by 

women in the workplace (Dicker, 2008; MacLean, 2009). The commission published 

their findings in the Presidential Report on American Women in 1963 and recommended 

increased access to childcare for working mothers, maternity leave, and an end to pay 

discrimination (Dicker, 2008; MacLean, 2009). Many historians cite both the publication 

of this report and Friedan’s book as marking the beginning of second wave feminism.   

 Feminist protest. The issues that women fought for at this time were 

multifaceted and included gaining equal opportunities in education, the workplace, 

sports, and other public arenas, reproductive rights, challenging notions regarding 

women’s identities and sexuality, and raising awareness of issues important to women, 

such as domestic violence, rape, and divorce. Their protest efforts contributed to 

significant social change in the next several decades, including women entering the labor 

force in greater numbers and breaking the barriers that previously excluded them from a 

variety of social, political, educational, and institutional fields.  

Gloria Steinem was one of the leaders of the feminist movement and founded Ms. 

magazine in 1972, a feminist publication owned and written by women. Ms. allowed 

women to tell their real stories, which in the past were largely edited out of male-

controlled women’s magazines that typically dealt with stereotypical and domestic 
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concerns (Makers, 2013). Steinem (1970) spoke out about the premise that women were 

biologically inferior to men but yet were treated equally, if differently, based on supposed 

gender differences. She urged unity with men, affirming that women’s liberation was a 

“human compassionate alternative” for the typical American family where men felt the 

pressure to solely provide for their families while not having adequate time to be with 

their children (Steinem, 1970, p. 101). Like Freidan (2001), Steinem (1970) maintained 

that “the ultimate myth is that children must have fulltime mothers, and that liberated 

women make bad ones. The truth is that most American children seem to be suffering 

from too much mother and too little father” (p. 100).    

Another avenue that gave power and voice to women was found in consciousness-

raising groups where women talked about personally important issues and examined 

them collectively. As women reflected on the double standards and injustices they 

regularly experienced, many came “to the realization that to achieve even simple fairness, 

women had to transform American culture and institutions” (MacLean, 2009, p. 18). 

During one such consciousness-raising group held in New York City in 1970, women 

discussed the existence of sexism in stereotypes that determined what is “natural” and 

normative for both sexes. One woman reflected, “That’s odd, isn’t it? When a man says 

he lives for his family is sounds positively unnatural to me. When a woman says it, it 

sounds so ‘right.’ So expected” (Gornick, 2003, p. 242). In another exchange, a woman 

observed sexism in behavior exhibited at work in order to get ahead: “To be masculine is 

to take action, to be feminine is to smile. Be coy and cute and sexy—and maybe you’ll 

become the big man’s assistant. God, it’s all so sad” (Gornick, 2003, p. 249). These 
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individual observations shared collectively were then springboards for political action 

(Dicker, 2008).  

Glossing over differences. One of the criticisms of the second wave feminist 

agenda was that it represented the beliefs and goals of middle and upper-class white 

American women, leaving out the diversity of other female voices (Dicker, 2008; 

MacLean, 2009; Makers, 2013; Rosenberg, 2008; Tong, 2009). Many women in minority 

racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic groups expressed frustration about “blanket claims of 

female oppression” that were “insensitive” to differences in women’s experiences 

(Rosenberg, 1992, p. 199). Though many “sympathized with the movement’s goal of 

equal wages for equal work and shared the strategy of empowering women through 

collective organizing,” perceptions of “the movement’s disdain for marriage and 

motherhood” were dividing factors (Sigerman, 2003, p. 295). These fissures in the 

movement foreshadowed the crisis of future feminist endeavor in an increasingly diverse 

cultural, economic, and sociopolitical landscape.  

Legislative achievements. Women’s efforts to enact legal change resulted in 

several landmark political changes. The Equal Pay Act was passed in 1963 and required 

employers to pay men and women the same wages for the same work (Equal Pay Act of 

1963; Dicker, 2008). Nevertheless, job postings and salaries were often still gender 

specific which meant that many women were earning less then men due to the jobs that 

were open to them (Banner, 1974; Dicker, 2008). Furthermore, small companies of fewer 

than twenty-five workers and specific occupations were exempt, leaving many women 

prone to labor market discrimination (Dicker, 2008).   
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The following year, Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was passed and 

banned discrimination in the workplace based on race, color, religion, sex and national 

origin (Dicker, 2008; Greenberger et al., 2013), representing another step towards 

workplace equality. The Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) was 

created to enforce Title VII, and with time, it became an important partner in support of 

women’s fight for equal rights (Rosenberg, 1992).  

Full-commodification model. Second wave feminism emphasized women’s 

entry into paid labor positions as the path towards gender equality. The difficulties of this 

journey were often not discussed in the early years, perhaps because the challenges ahead 

were still unknown. Popular media in the 1970’s often reflected with enthusiasm the 

notion that women could still be mothers, wives, and keep house while having a career, 

and that all it took was dedication and hard work (Williams 2000).  

Joan Williams (2000), a professor and author specializing in feminist law theory 

and family work life issues, argued that shifts in the twentieth century heralded an era 

where respect for traditional women’s work as caretakers and domestic workers 

decreased significantly as paid labor was linked to social status (Williams 2000). Women 

were increasingly left without a sense of identity, on the periphery of the social order 

(Williams, 2000). Williams (2000) argued that two of the errors of the second-wave 

movement’s “full-commodification model” were not changing the status quo in terms of 

male-modeled work structures and the devaluing of domestic work. In such a model, 

women were prone to experience shame if they had to leave behind their work due to 

family or household responsibilities. Furthermore, women were held personally 

responsible for failing to adapt to workplaces hostile to women’s experiences. 



	   21	  

Antifeminist backlash. The failure of the Equal Rights Amendment to gain 

ratification in 1982 is often cited as signaling the end of second wave feminism. Second 

wave feminists fought hard to make the ERA a legislative reality and were optimistic that 

individual states would ratify the amendment after it passed in the House of 

Representatives and Senate (Rosenberg, 1992). They hoped that the legal guarantee of 

“equality of rights under the law” which could “not be denied or abridged by the United 

States or any state on account of sex” would represent a major step forward for women 

(Dicker, 2008, p. 60). However, a cultural shift towards conservative politics signaled a 

reversal in support for feminist issues, and created “an atmosphere hostile to further 

feminist activism” in the years to come (Dicker, 2008, p. 101; MacLean, 2009).  

Phillis Schlafly, a conservative activist, started the STOP ERA campaign and 

urged respect of women’s roles as mothers and housewives above all other roles (Makers, 

2013; Sigerman, 2003). She used traditional gender rhetoric to persuade voters that equal 

rights were dangerous and threatening to American women’s domestic privileges and 

continued protection of men (Schlafly, 1972). Her campaign was successful in part 

because it capitalized on the public’s fears and ambivalence about the changes in gender 

roles issued in by the women’s movement (Rosenberg, 1992). Though there was 

“growing popular support for improving the status of women in America, many remained 

suspicious of the image of the independent, assertive, equal, liberated woman,” including 

women who derived satisfaction from their housewife role and feared that women’s 

liberation would force them into undesirable work, such as factory or service jobs 

(Rosenberg, 1992, p. 221).  
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Illusions of equality and “having it all.” At the end of the twentieth century, 

increasing numbers of women were educated and entering the professional world. The 

cultural sentiment was largely that the feminist movement was finished, with some 

arguing that equality had been achieved and that the world was now fully open to women 

(Faludi, 2002).  

Feminism was slow to catch up in addressing the challenges experienced by a 

new generation of women who were trying to make it on their own in “male-modeled 

careers” (Friedan, 1985, p. 126). Women were confronted with “new illusions of having 

it all” in a society that in reality was not set up to support dual earner families (Friedan, 

1985, p. 126). The term “superwoman syndrome” was coined by author Marjorie Hansen 

Shaevitz (1984) to describe the plight of women who were trying to balance the demands 

of work and home to the detriment of their physical and psychological wellbeing. The 

new “superwoman” was a caricature based on real life. She “wore ‘power’ suits… that 

made her look more ‘masculine,’ and carried a briefcase and a baby as she rushed out the 

door” (Dicker, 2008, p. 145). The image was commonly found in the media, including a 

commercial for Enjoli perfume that featured a woman singing, “I can bring home the 

bacon, fry it up in a pan, and never let you forget you’re a man” (MMacG1167, 2009).  

The stressed out working mother. An image of the contemporary woman as 

stressed, overworked, unhappy, single, infertile, disenchanted and lacking in professional 

confidence emerged in the media (Faludi, 2002; Gibbs, 1992). Women received the 

message, “You may be free and equal now… but you have never been more miserable” 

(Faludi, 2002, p. 114). Though the changes brought about by the feminist movement 

were positive and provided increased opportunities for women in the social world, it is 
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also likely that the media was picking up on sentiments that real women were feeling—

frustrations brought about by the differences in expectations and the new realities they 

faced in the aftermath of rapid social change.  

Counteracting the message that working mothers were stressed and suffering, 

psychologist Rosalind, C. Barnett and journalist Caryl Rivers argued that research 

provided evidence that working women were in fact happier and more fulfilled than their 

unemployed female counterparts. Despite “the second shift” phenomenon, lack of child 

care, and other challenges facing working women, Barnett and Rivers (2003) reported 

that “paid employment provides substantial health benefits for women” that “cut across 

income and class lines” (p. 465). Furthermore, they pointed to research findings that 

indicated that children were not negatively affected by their mother’s time away from 

home, and that indeed, they “have a less sex-stereotyped view of the world because 

fathers in two-income families tend to do more child care” (Barnett & Rivers, 2003, p. 

468).  

Barnett and Rivers (2003) acknowledged the stress faced by women who worked 

an average of 80 hours a week on combined paid employment and domestic 

responsibilities as compared to men’s 50 hours, but brushed this aside with the assertion 

that women “also handle it better” (p. 467). They did advocate for a restructuring of 

corporate culture so it did not reflect the “patterns set by the white male workaholic” 

which would be “good for men and women” (Barnett & Rivers, 2003, p. 470).  

Restructuring work and home. Friedan (1985) criticized the premise that 

women could “have it all” and saw the concept as a form of double enslavement, a 

gendered prison that shamed women and kept them from politically organizing to change 
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the structure of the workplace and the home. Both she and Arlie Hochschild (1989) 

argued that women should not have to adapt themselves to workplaces that were not 

made for them but rather, that social, political and institutional change was required. 

They also argued for cooperation with men to restructure gender norms and more equally 

divide labor in the home for the benefit of both men and women.  

Felice Schwartz (2003), a writer, feminist, and founder of Catalyst, a nonprofit 

organization for advancing the positions of professional women in the workplace, offered 

another creative solution. She argued that there was a greater cost to employing women 

because of the biological realities of women having children, taking time away from 

work, and in some cases, not returning, despite a company’s investment in their training. 

Schwartz (2003) advised tailoring two different tracks for female employees, a “career-

primary” track for women who put their career ambitions first and could be fast-tracked 

as leaders, and the “career-and-family” track that would allow greater flexibility for 

female employees who wanted to combine career and motherhood. This latter option was 

derisively criticized as the “mommy track” by critics and the media and has remained a 

“catchphrase… to describe a less committed female professional who chooses to focus 

her energies on family life instead of career advancement” (Sigerman, 2003, p. 415). In 

light of this ridicule, even if the solution offered up by Schwartz was potentially 

problematic, the message was clear: women had to step up to meet the challenges of a 

workplace that was not yet ready to enact major changes to help support them.  

Third Wave and Postmodern Feminism: Feminism’s Mid-Life Crisis 

Third wave feminism is often cited as beginning in the 1990’s and continuing 

through to the present time. In contrast to second wave feminists who “initially agreed 
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that women’s best chance of winning equality was to emphasize the essential sameness of 

the sexes and to advance women into male jobs” (Rosenberg, 1992, p. 233), in third-wave 

feminism, “there are numerous ways in which one may be a feminist” with “no one 

‘right’ way of being one” (Budgeon, 2011, p. 282). It seems that this generation of 

women advocates choice over dictates. In other words, a feminist can be a stay-at-home 

mother, if she so chooses. Instead of using “men’s experience” as “the model for change, 

feminists” have looked “to women’s lives as a guide to a better social order” (Rosenberg, 

1992).  

In this new era of feminist work, women’s issues have become more diversified 

and complex, with many feminists rejecting the idea that there is unified goal or 

definition of women’s liberation, but rather that there is a multiplicity of experience, 

meaning-making, and objectives (Budgeon, 2011; Gill and Scharff, 2011; Tong; 2009). 

The movement has become more inclusive to women of different racial, cultural, sexual, 

and socioeconomic backgrounds, due in part to the focus on individual narrative rather 

than a unified experience that defines all women. In this redefinition of feminism, 

differences are celebrated, individuality is prioritized over sameness, and the 

“autobiographical” story is the vehicle for change (Dicker, 2008).  

As a result of the vast changes brought about by previous generations, women 

today have grown up with the message that gender is less relevant as a determinant in 

what they themselves can achieve (Aveling, 2002; Budgeon, 2011). Many women hold a 

“belief in an equitable world” that “alongside an exposure to backlash culture” has 

contributed to a reluctance to identify with the feminism of past generations (Dicker, 

2008, p. 124). Furthermore, because of the vast societal shifts in areas such as the 
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economy, technology, sexuality, and culture, this younger generation of women inhabits 

a significantly changed world and is therefore less united on feminist issues defined by 

past generations (Budgeon, 2011; Dicker, 2008).  

In the present time, women are left with the imperative to define themselves 

anew. Rosemarie Tong (2009), a professor and author specializing in ethics and feminist 

thought, points out that feminism “is in the throes of a midlife crisis” and lacks a coherent 

political platform (p. 270). Though this “nuanced attention” to diversity “is on the right 

track of contemporary women’s thought… it is also empirically and conceptually 

challenging” (Tong, 2009, p. 285). Rosalind Gill and Christina Scharff (2011), British 

academics, feminists, and cultural theorists, argued that “a current of individualism … 

has almost entirely replaced notions of the social or political” (p. 7). Contemporary 

feminism is faced with a significant challenge to redefine itself in the wake of “the loss of 

a unified subject ‘woman’ and a perceived lack of relevance to women’s lives” 

(Budgeon, 2011, p. 281).  

In light of these challenges, the term “feminism” may also need to be updated to 

reflect contemporary feminist thought and trends. To many, the word is reminiscent of 

negative stereotypes of the man-hating, bra-burning activist, leaving some people hesitant 

to identify with the label (Dicker, 2008). It is also associated with “narratives of female 

disadvantage” which has left women who have been raised to believe in greater gender 

parity, choice, and their own self-efficacy to succeed hesitant to identify with the term 

(Budgeon, 2011, p. 286). Also, younger women have “felt alienated” as a result of the 

perceived “stridency of angry feminists” from older generations (Dicker, 2008, p. 108). 

Some younger women have described their image of second wave feminism as “a 
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repressive, puritanical, even dogmatic mother who would school her unruly daughter into 

submission to her political beliefs” (Dicker, 2008, p. 129). This attitude is found in some 

women’s reticence to identify with the word, such as Yahoo CEO Marissa Mayer who 

declined to call herself a feminist, calling it a “negative word,” and in so doing, implied 

that one need not be a feminist to achieve success (Makers, 2013; Miller, 2013).   

Part II: Contemporary Feminism and “Having It All” 

The work of first and second wave feminists has opened many doors for women 

that were previously closed. No longer barred from full participation in the social world, 

women are more educated, have entered the professional sphere in large numbers, enjoy 

greater levels of financial independence and security, and are healthier than previous 

generations (Rosenberg, 1992). But the fact remains that women have still not achieved 

full equality. The following section will review the specific challenges that professional 

women face. In an economy that is still “divided into mothers and others” (Williams, 

2000, p. 2), combining family responsibilities with professional goals has continued to be 

difficult. In this context, women have begun to question the elusive premise of “having it 

all” in an infrastructure that has not adapted to the needs of dual-earner families. Ann 

Crittenden (2001), a journalist, author, and lecturer, maintains that motherhood represents 

a new frontier in the equality movement. Women may very well feel equal, that is until 

they become pregnant and must give birth. Because “once a woman has a baby, the 

egalitarian office party is over” (Crittenden, 2001, p. 88).   

Women, especially mothers, continue to face discrimination and inequality in the 

workplace. Sexism, in the form of unfair treatment, workplace hostility, and sexual 

harassment, still occurs and is even tolerated in some fields (Abelson, 2003). There 
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continue to be imbalances in women’s political representation, wages, and opportunities 

to advance (Rosenberg, 1992; Sigerman, 2003). The wage gap is largest for mothers 

(Cabeza, Johnson, & Tyner, 2011; Williams, 2000). When at work, women are viewed as 

less competent than men. Research has shown that study participants rate resumes, 

professional articles, and artwork lower if they think the work was produced by a woman, 

and higher when it is attributed to a man (Rosenberg, 1992). And mothers are seen as 

even less competent then women without children (Correll, Benard, & Paik, 2007).  

Social institutions do not mirror the realities of dual-earner families and include a 

lack of affordable, quality childcare and school hours that assume one parent 

(traditionally the mother) is available during work hours (Dell’Antonia, 2012). Flexible 

workplace policies are the exception rather than the norm and are more likely to be found 

in industries that, among other things, employ more women than men and where women 

are in leadership positions (Matos & Galinsky, 2014). Thus, more traditionally male 

dominated companies (often those with more prestigious and higher paying positions) are 

less likely to make accommodations for their employees (Matos & Galinsky, 2014; 

Rosenberg, 1992). These policies may be based on gender-oriented assumptions that the 

opposite spouse will fulfill the majority of personal life needs like taking care of children 

and the home. The observations made below, though somewhat dated, still reflect the 

reality of much of American corporate culture:  

Women have been able to gain access to the public world to an extent their 
mothers only dreamed of. That world remains largely hostile, however, to their 
presence. Structured for men with wives, the workplace makes success for 
women, who do not have wives, extremely difficult. This is especially true in 
male-dominated occupations. (Rosenberg, 1992, p. 251) 
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Work-family programs and policies such as flex-time, part-time, telecommuting, job-

sharing, sick leave for dependent care, emergency child care, and other such initiatives 

that help to attract and retain employees, especially women, to reach leadership positions 

are rarely available (Sigerman, 2003; Catalyst, 2003).  

A lack of family-friendly policies affects all workers, not just those trying to rise 

up on the corporate ladder. Only 11% of America’s workforce has access to paid family 

leave and 41% are not eligible based on the requirements of the Family and Medical 

Leave Act (Greenberger et al., 2013). Many employees, especially those working part-

time and in smaller businesses, do not have any sick days available to them. In companies 

with less then 100 employees, only 52% of workers had sick leave while businesses with 

100 or more employees typically offered 72% of their workers paid sick leave (BLS, 

2014c). Employees without this benefit would have to take unpaid time away from work, 

whether to take care of a sick child or to care for a family member, thus leaving them 

vulnerable to pay and/or job loss (Greenberger et al., 2013).  

 During the early years of their children’s lives, women tend to sacrifice their jobs 

and reduce their work hours (Aveling, 2002; BLS, 2014b; Crittenden, 2001; Dicker, 

2008; Galinsky, Aumann & Bond, 2011). In one longitudinal study focusing on women’s 

life choices and career plans, many participants found “that the birth of their first child 

had been the single most significant event that had caused them to rethink the notion of 

equality and what it meant to be female” (Aveling, 2002, p. 273). It is in this context that 

women, and families, have not only questioned the meaning of having it all, but have 

wondered whether the pressure from this injunction has created another gendered prison 

for employed mothers who are more likely than not to also be the primary caretakers of 
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their homes and family.  

Motherhood becomes a turning point in many careers, ending many ambitious 

professional trajectories. Which bears the question—is this to blame on gender 

differences? Are women not “leaning in” enough or is the system broken in some way? 

What assumptions and realities about motherhood make this such a turning point for 

many women and their families? 

Gender Theory  

Before exploring the specific issues that women currently face in the workplace, 

notions regarding female identity will be explored. A debate exists about whether women 

share attributes that are innate and immutable or if these characteristics, such as a 

nurturing personality, are created by the experience of growing up in a highly gendered 

society. There are various theories that address this debate, including essentialism, which 

dominated historical notions regarding women, and social constructionism, a newer 

conceptualization of gender.  

Diana Fuss (1989), a professor of literature whose research interests include 

gender and feminism, writes that according to essentialism, there are inescapable defining 

qualities and experiences common to all women that fall outside the boundaries of social 

influence. At the opposite end of the spectrum is the theory of social constructivism 

which posits that what is thought to be a female essence is “itself a historical 

construction” (Fuss, 1989, p. 2). In other words, complex social, political, and historical 

influences shape and define female identity and experience in the world which 

essentialists then interpret as natural and immutable (Fuss, 1989). In essentialist theory, a 



	   31	  

“woman is born not made” while in social constructionist theory, a “woman is made not 

born” (Fuss, 1989, p. 3). 

In expanding the discussion to the function of gender within the family, for 

several decades, structural functional theory and functionalist role theory, both of which 

assumed that gender differences made women better at “expressive” tasks, such as taking 

care of children and the home, and men better suited for “instrumental” responsibilities 

such as providing financial support for the family, shaped American family norms 

(Murry, Mayberry, & Berkel, 2013). Like in essentialism, an individual’s gender was said 

to act as a biological determinant of one’s social role.  

A challenge to these notions was found in social constructivism which posited 

that individuals are socialized into their roles from their earliest years by way of “cultural 

scripts” about what it means to be a female or male member of society (Murry, 

Mayberry, & Berkel, 2013). These different gender roles and values are then reinforced 

by society, including the media and the educational system, and affect the roles that 

women and men take on. Though women are often thought to be more nurturing then 

men, social constructivists would argue that this is due to a social conditioning process 

that places females in domestic and caregiving roles from an early age and affects 

identify formation. Continuing this argument, men too are capable of nurturing and 

caretaking, but these qualities are not often associated nor reinforced for them (Murry, 

Mayberry, & Berkel, 2013). As such, men and women “develop different personalities 

and play different social roles” based on socially constructed gender expectations 

(Rosenberg, 1992, p. 202). The question of whether men and women are truly different in 
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their caretaking capacities has remained a source of controversy and intense debate 

(Belkin, 2013). 

Motherhood  

Essentialist notions regarding women’s roles as nurturers and mothers have held 

strong in a society that still equates womanhood with motherhood (Crittenden, 2001; 

May, 1995; Mitchell, 1966; Rose 2014; Williams, 2000). Though the feminist revolution 

has opened up a plethora of choices regarding childbearing and family structure, women 

without children are often viewed as somehow lacking, their bodies barren and their very 

femaleness brought into question (Ireland, 1993; May, 1995). Mardy Ireland (1993), a 

psychoanalyst and author, asked why “it is nearly impossible to think about the adult 

woman who is not a mother without the spectre of ‘absence,’” that somehow she is not 

fully a woman (Ireland, 1993, p. 1).  

Once a woman crosses the threshold into motherhood, she is so often viewed as 

“a mother and nothing else” (Rose, 2014). This has not always been the case. In ancient 

Greece, “motherhood gave women a voice” and “new economic and affective power” 

that “led to something other than motherhood itself” (Rose, 2014). Although this ancient 

tradition inevitably left out women who were not mothers, it provides a contrast to 

modern Western cultural practices:  

Why in modern times is the participation of mothers in political and public life 
seen as the exception… Why are mothers not seen as an essential part of a 
contested polity? Why are they exhorted to make their stand in the boardroom – to 
‘lean in’, as the ghastly imperative of Sheryl Sandberg’s bestseller has it – as if 
being the props of neoliberalism were the most mothers could aspire to, the 
highest form of social belonging they could expect. Today we are witnessing what 
Angela McRobbie has described as a ‘neoliberal intensification of mothering’: 
perfectly turned out middle-class, mainly white mothers, with their perfect jobs, 
perfect husbands and marriages, whose permanent glow of self-satisfaction is 
intended to make all the women who don’t conform to that image – because they 
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are poorer or black or their lives are just more humanly complicated – feel like 
total failures. This has the added advantage of letting a government whose 
austerity policy has disproportionately targeted women and mothers completely 
off the hook. (Rose, 2014) 
 

Women are told to “lean in” and work harder to push into the current system, while the 

system does little to change to be more inclusive of mothers. Furthermore, “having it all” 

is simply not a choice based on working harder, because many are already doing all they 

can to try to measure up to an idealized version of motherhood and feeling like failures. 

  The failed mother. Historically, mothers have been given moral imperatives and 

scientific prescriptions on how to parent properly and have been objects of scrutiny and 

criticism whenever they have deviated from the cultural ideal at the time, whether by 

working, taking on the role of single motherhood, and even for taking their mothering 

role too seriously (Banner 1974; Friedan & Quindlen, 2001; Rosenberg, 1992). They 

have been expected to be devoted to their children above all other pursuits and to strive 

for perfection in their caretaking roles. Though women have achieved mobility outside of 

the home in their struggle for equal rights, the idea still remains – motherhood is a 

primary characteristic of womanhood, a factor that may be at the root of the guilt that so 

many women describe when leaving their children to go to work, a sentiment less often 

expressed by men (Makers, 2013).  

  The idea that women and men have naturally ordained qualities regarding their 

social roles still hold strong in a society that often punishes those that stray too far from 

gendered behavior expectations, including in their professional choices (Berdahl & 

Moon, 2013; Stone, 2008). This point was illustrated in the public’s reaction to a murder 

trial in the 1990’s where a working mother whose child died in the care of a nanny was 

criticized and blamed. Despite working a part-time schedule that allowed her to come 
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home and breast-feed her child, many people denounced the mother, with some going as 

far as to say that she “deserved” to have her child die because she had entrusted the 

baby’s care to another person (Jong, 2003). Erica Jong (2003), a poet and novelist, 

observed that no criticism was directed “against the other Dr. Eappen…and nobody 

screams that his baby deserves to die” (p. 561). Jong (2003) argued that mothers are 

blamed no matter what they do, whether they are “welfare mommies” or 

“entrepreneurial M.D. mommies,” whether they work full-time, or part-time, or they are 

poor or rich (p. 560).  

Though “the subject of mothers is thick with idealizations”, in reality, “failed 

mothers are everywhere” (Rose, 2014). Rose (2014) argued that “maternal virtue is a 

myth that serves no one” because it perpetuates the lie of maternal perfection as a social 

panacea. As perfect mothering becomes more difficult in society, the role itself becomes 

more intensified and idealized, an observation that correlates with the reality of 

contemporary mothers who feel intense pressure to do it all, yet find it very difficult to 

achieve this goal.   

In contrast to this argument, author Judith Warner (2013) argued that the “culture 

of motherhood” has moved from idealization of the devoted stay-at-home mother to more 

acceptance of working mothers, especially in light of new research that shows that 

working mothers are raising healthy and socially well-adjusted children. She cited the 

negative effects of “excessive” mothering, echoing Betty Friedan’s warnings about 

mothers who overidentified with their children, robbing both themselves and their 

children of the opportunity to individuate and mature (Warner, 2013; Friedan, 2001). 

Perhaps “the real point about working women and children is that work isn’t the point at 
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all. There are good mothers and not-so-good mothers, and some work and some don’t” 

(Barnett & Rivers, 2003, p. 468).  

Economic devaluation of motherhood. Ann Crittenden (2001), a foreign 

correspondent for Newsweek, financial reporter for the New York Times, and a Pulitzer 

prize nominee, wrote that her choice to take time away from work to raise her child 

resulted in a shattering loss in status and a devaluation of her choice by other 

professionals, perhaps best summed up by the following question that she was asked after 

having her child: “Didn’t you used to be Ann Crittenden” (p. 12). Crittenden (2001) 

argued that in our culture, time spent with children is thought of as “time wasted… in 

traditional economic thinking (p. 4).  

This viewpoint is also reflected in the low wages paid to individuals who work 

with children or engage in caretaking tasks (Greenberger et al., 2013, Crittenden, 2001). 

It is also evident post-divorce when stay-at-home mothers receive settlements that often 

leave them impoverished, even if their choices reflect systemic gender role expectations 

(Bennetts, 2007; Crittenden, 2001; Johnson, 2014; Williams 2000). In such a system, 

only partners who are employed outside of the home are entitled to the money that is 

earned. Motherhood, with its myriad responsibilities to children and household 

management, is sentimentalized but is not legally and socially recognized as having 

economic value. This economic devaluation of motherhood puts women who engage in 

full-time caretaking of their children at risk for poverty in old age (Crittenden, 2001). 

Though women “are fundamental to the human condition” in “their economic, social and 

political roles, they are marginal. It is precisely this combination… that has been fatal to 

them” (Mitchell, 1966, p. 11). 
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One of the criticisms of the traditional feminist stance on motherhood is that there 

has been a discomfort in the movement of acknowledging that for many women, despite 

opportunities to pursue careers and personal ambitions, children and the labors of the 

home are still significant, often primary, concerns (Crittenden, 2001; Williams, 2000). 

This sentiment, though controversial, reflects the arguments made by Slaughter (2012) 

that women are often less comfortable than men when work schedules and absences 

negatively affect children. Data also indicates that the higher a woman’s education, the 

more likely she is to give more time and attention to her children (Bianchi, Robinson, & 

Milkie, 2006; Crittenden, 2001). Highly educated mothers face the “pressure to ‘give 

oneself over to the job’… in the workplace” which can be “difficult to reconcile” with the 

pressures of giving children enough time and attention, especially in light of more 

intensive parenting norms (Bianchi, Robinson, & Milkie, 2004, p. 10).  

Delayed Childbearing, Fertility, and Career Advancement 

As more women have pursued higher education and careers, it has become 

increasingly more common to delay childbearing (Amuedo-Dorantes & Kimmel, 2005; 

Martin, 2000; Mathews & Hamilton, 2014) or not have children at all (Sandler, 2013). 

Since the 1970’s, four times as many women are having their first child in their thirties 

and forties while one-third less women are choosing to start their families in their early 

twenties (Kalb et al., 2003). Furthermore, birth rates have continued to decline since 2007 

(Curtin, Abma, & Ventura, 2013).  

Slaughter (2012) acknowledged the impact that contemporary work culture has on 

women’s childbearing decisions and provided advice to women on family and career 

planning: 
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I recommend establishing yourself in your career first but still trying to have kids 
before you are 35—or else freeze your eggs, whether you are married or 
not…neither sequence is optimal, and both involve trade-offs that men do not 
have to make. (p. 7) 
 
These trade-offs have been very real. Research on the baby-boomer generation 

has shown that employment success for women is positively correlated with their 

decision to not have children (Crittenden, 2001). Lifetime earnings and increased 

opportunities for growth are higher for women who delay childbearing (Crittenden, 

2001). Even when productivity factors are controlled for, women without children earn 

more than women with children (Amuedo-Dorantes & Kimmel, 2005). When comparing 

the data on men and women, results are mixed, though most point to the fact that women 

are delaying childbearing longer and are also less likely to ever have children.  

In academia, especially in the sciences, women are less likely to marry and more 

likely to have no children or fewer children than male professors (Mason, Wolfinger & 

Goulden, 2013). Of women surveyed on Wall Street, only half had children while three-

quarters of their male counterparts were fathers (Abelson, 2003). And of the women that 

stay on Wall Street, many decide against ever starting a family, with one senior employee 

commenting, “I cannot imagine ever having children and doing this business” given the 

intense time commitment of ninety hours per week (Abelson, 2003, p. 625). In a Catalyst 

survey of 1,600 M.B.A.’s, 70% of men had children compared to 20% of the women 

(Crittenden, 2001). In a study of top executives from ten major global companies from a 

variety of industries headquartered in the United States, 90% of male executives had 

children compared with 65% of executive women (Galinsky et al., 2003). Women in the 

highest strata of career achievement (top 10% in terms of earnings) are often childless, 

due in part to “the brutal demands of ambitious careers, the asymmetries of male-female 
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relationships, and the difficulties of bearing children late in life” (Hewlett, 2002, p. 67). 

Crittenden (2001) argues that: 

The unwritten requirement for success in corporate America is to be a corporate 
man… young women today are urged to finish school, find a job, acquire skills, 
develop seniority, get tenure, make partner, work endless hours, and put children 
off until the very last minute. When and if they do give birth, they are expected to 
treat the event like an appendectomy, take a brief time-out for recuperation, and 
then resume the truly important business of business (p. 29).  
 
In a survey of top executives in 10 global companies headquartered in the U. S., 

most women delayed childbearing in the early years of their careers, though 77% did 

begin families eventually (Galinsky et al., 2003). Perhaps surprisingly, women with 

higher positions closer to the CEO rank were more likely to have children and less likely 

to have remained childless then other female executives surveyed, even when differences 

in age were controlled for statistically (Galinsky et al., 2003). Women were more likely 

than men to both delay childbirth and remain childless, thus having to make more 

tradeoffs for career advancement (Galinsky et al., 2003). They also were more likely to 

report feeling less “successful” at home (Galinsky et al., 2003).  

Though the medical community has offered some technological supports such as 

the option to freeze one’s eggs and IVF, infertility groups have warned that aging in 

women is a significant risk factor for not being able to conceive, and there is only so 

much that science can do to help. According to the Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention (CDC) (2013), age is an important factor in whether a woman will be able to 

conceive and is negatively correlated with infertility treatment success. About 40% of 

women under the age of thirty-five who seek infertility treatment can expect to become 

pregnant and have a baby, with that number steadily dropping to only 1% for women 

aged 44 years and older (CDC, 2013). Furthermore, even if a woman becomes pregnant, 
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her rate of miscarriage goes up significantly with age, from 15% between the ages of 25 

and 30 to approximately 40% in women over the age of 40 (Kalb et al., 2003). 

Chromosomal abnormalities are also more likely past the age of thirty-five (Kalb et al., 

2003). 

 Some companies are responding to women’s predicaments. Facebook and Apple 

have offered a benefit of $20,000 to employees who wish to freeze their eggs, a move 

that gives support to women who want to focus on their careers and delay childbearing 

until their later years (Neighmond, 2014). But this choice comes at a cost, both emotional 

and financial. Insurance rarely covers the often multiple and costly procedures required: 

around $10,000 to harvest a woman’s eggs, approximately $500 a year to freeze and store 

them, and about $5,000 for each IVF procedure (Neighmond, 2014). These expenditures 

can quickly add up, and become unreasonable to the average woman, especially since 

successful outcomes are more likely if eggs are frozen at a younger age.  

These challenges are “at the heart of a complex web of emotional issues” related 

to the “expectation of ‘having it all’: material wealth, career success, marriage and 

children” (Kalb et al., 2003, p. 574). But as the data shows, despite women having more 

options, “the yellow brick road to motherhood… [is] littered with obstacles” (Kalb et al., 

2003, p. 574).  

Shifting Perspectives on Gender Roles and Work 

Traditionalist notions regarding women’s and men’s primary social roles are still 

culturally reflected in the public’s ambivalence about working mothers. Recent Pew 

survey results showed that 50% of respondents worried about the negative effect of 

mothers working on marriages and 74% thought that raising children was more difficult 
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when women work (Wang, Parker, & Taylor, 2013). Over half thought it was better for 

children if a mother stayed home (Wang, Parker, & Taylor, 2013). In another Pew 

Research survey, only 21% of respondents said that the trend of mothers with young 

children who work has been positive for society, while 37% felt that it was negative and 

38% cited no impact (Parker, 2012).  

Nevertheless, attitudes about traditional gender roles and working have shifted 

from previous generations, with the change the most dramatic for men (Galinsky, 

Aumann & Bond, 2011; Parker & Wang, 2013). The Pew Research Center found that 

fathers with children under age 17 were less likely to describe the ideal situation for their 

children as one where a mother exclusively stayed at home (Parker & Wang, 2013).  

Younger employees are significantly less likely to support traditional gender roles 

(FWI, 2005). The large majority of 18-22 year olds (82%) surveyed by the Family and 

Work Institute (2005) endorsed the notion that working mothers can have equally good 

relationships with their children as compared to mothers who stay at home with their 

children (FWI, 2005). This high number may be due to their own experiences of growing 

up in a dual-earner home.  

Men, women, and generational change. Data indicates that men and women at 

times endorse different career goals and desired work environments. Parker and Wang 

(2013) found that fathers were more likely to want to work full time and to value high-

paying work, versus working mothers who more often cited a flexible schedule as 

personally important. The caveat to this was that single mothers were more likely than 

married mothers to describe their ideal working situation as involving full-time work, 

presumably given their greater financial burden in supporting themselves and their 
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children (Parker & Wang, 2013). Financial wellbeing was negatively correlated with 

wanting to work full-time (Parker & Wang, 2013). Mothers were much more likely than 

men to feel ambivalent about the competing demands of work and home and “whether 

full-time work is the best thing for them or their children”, with many finding 

“themselves in a situation that they say is less than ideal” (Pew Research Center, 2009, p. 

1).   

Other research by the Pew Research Center shows a reversal of gender trends 

where historically, men were more likely to value career success over women. Patten and 

Parker (2012) report that the majority (66%) of young female respondents (ages 18-34) 

rated their careers as a high priority in their lives, while only 59% of men felt the same 

way (Patten & Parker, 2012). For the older generation, ages 35-64, the numbers were 

lower for women, with 42% ranking their careers as significantly important (Patten & 

Parker, 2012). Finally, for women and men in all age brackets, family was still rated 

higher than career success, with women endorsing being a good parent and having a good 

marriage at a slightly higher rate then men (Patten & Parker, 2012).  

Data shows that younger employees, ages 23-37, identify themselves as less 

work-centric then their older counterparts aged 38-57 (FWI, 2005). They are also 

showing a decline in ambition, with less then half of workers under 65 years old stating 

that they would like to have jobs with greater responsibility (FWI, 2005). This may be 

due to a number of factors, including the post 9/11 political and economic climate has 

shaped younger workers perspectives, shifting their focus towards family, especially in 

the face of an unstable economy (FWI, 2005). Both men and women today are seeking 

less responsibility and advancement than in years past, the exception being younger 
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employees at the start of their careers, respondents with lower household incomes, or 

those in lower-paying lower status jobs (FWI, 2005). Also, men are more likely to want 

to advance than women, leaving the question as to why this is.  

Women who endorse traditional norms are less likely to want career advancement 

(FWI, 2005). Though the “second-shift theory” did not seem to contribute to whether or 

not women want to advance in the research done by the Family Work Institute, it has 

been theorized to be a factor in why many women step out of their careers (Hochschild, 

1989), as has the lack of flexibility, demands and high cost of childcare, school 

schedules, stress, and overwork. This may reflect the trend of women leaving work, 

dubbed the “opt-out revolution” by Belkin (2003) and used to describe highly educated 

and qualified women leaving the workforce to stay home with their young children. It 

may also reflect the reluctance of both men and women to further sacrifice time at home 

and balance with family life for career advancement, especially since employees today 

tend to already work longer hours then in generations past (FWI, 2005).  

Negative effects of demanding work culture on career ambitions. Data 

indicates that U.S. work culture has become increasingly demanding, with employees 

working longer hours than in previous generations (Foroohar, 2012; FWI, 2005). 

Employees in 2002 worked almost 3 more paid and unpaid hours per week as compared 

to their same age counterparts in 1977 (FWI, 2005).  

Concerns about longer hours when considering advancement are linked to the 

reality that high-earning professionals in leadership and management positions do in fact 

work longer hours and must contend with more demanding schedules and requirements. 

The Families and Work Institute (2005) found that professionals who earn more than 
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$53,000 a year work an average of 49.7 hours per week, 15 hours more than those in the 

lowest earning bracket. Greater demands, such as taking work home and travel required 

outside of normal work hours were cited as other downsides (FWI, 2005).  

College-educated respondents (80%) stated that they would like to work fewer 

hours, citing long work schedules that do not reflect their contracted hours (FWI, 2005). 

Not only are employees working longer days, but often, work impedes on home life. The 

Families and Work Institute (2005) survey looked at the concept of “negative spillover” 

which was defined as  

not having enough time or enough energy for family or other important people in 
one’s life because of one’s job, not being able to do as good a job as one would 
like at home and not being able to concentrate on important things in personal or 
family life because of work, and not being in as good a mood as one would like to 
be at home because of one’s job.” (FWI, 2005, p. 6) 

 
Only 39% of respondents who experienced negative spillover as a result of their jobs 

indicated that they were nevertheless seeking positions with greater responsibility (FWI, 

2005). 

The Families and Work Institute (2005) report offered a warning to employers 

about this trend, stating that “the decreasing desire to advance should be of concern to all 

those who care about leadership and the economy and calls for further study and action. 

Employers might think about providing ways for women—and men—to step on and off 

the fast track and about re-defining the fast track all together” (p. 26).  

Gendered expectations: Act like a man. Despite the large number of women 

now working, the structure of many workplaces is still based on male biology and 

experience (Williams, 2000). In 1995, the Harvard Women’s Law Association told its 

female readers, “Act like a man and time your pregnancies appropriately” (as cited in 
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Crittenden, 2001, p. 36). But the problem with this advice is that women are not men, 

biologically speaking, and having children puts them at a significant disadvantage when 

expectations dictate that they “act like men”. Men do not have to time pregnancies 

because they do not have to be pregnant, give birth, and recover. If their partners get 

pregnant, men have the choice to not share this fact with work, whereas women, due to 

the physical and eventually visible fact of pregnancy, have no such choice.  

In many higher-paying, full-time jobs, essentialist masculine norms dictate that 

the ideal employee makes work a primary commitment and is able to work longer hours 

because domestic concerns are taken care of by a spouse (Blair-Loy, 2003; Williams, 

2000). Single and childless women may be able to make this commitment, but having 

children often puts female employees in a double bind (Williams, 2000). Either they 

remain top performers devoted to work and be called irresponsible mothers or they 

underperform at work because they are trying to balance family responsibilities (Blair-

Loy 2003; Williams 2000). The system as it is structured today, makes it difficult for 

caregivers to succeed, especially in light of other challenges, such as the high cost of 

childcare, and the sometimes irreconcilable commitments between work and the needs of 

family. And it is women who more often sacrifice their work obligations for family, 

because marriage and motherhood are still seen “as a woman’s primary vocation” (Blair-

Loy, 2003, p. 2).  

Combining Work and Family – Having It All   

  The aforementioned challenges along with many others that dual-earner families 

must contend with can often make the possibility of having it all feel like “airbrushing 

reality” (Slaughter, 2012, p. 4). Abigail Pogrebin, the daughter of second-wave feminist 
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Letty Cottin Pogrebin, observed: 

“The reality of adulthood as a woman and as a woman who wants to have a 
family is not that simple. I’m free to be a mother and I’m free to have a career, but 
how do I reconcile both? I don’t think I was prepared… or had been given the 
tools to respond” (Makers, 2013).   
 
Young women today often see themselves as free agents in a world that offers 

them equal opportunity and where they are responsible for managing challenges that may 

arise (Budgeon, 2011; Crittenden, 2001; Jacques, 2009). One study found that women 

prioritized eventual marriage and motherhood, but routinely ignored or glossed over 

political or structural obstacles that might make it difficult to combine families with their 

planned careers (Jacques, 2012). And these obstacles often do come up, leading women 

to step away from work, a choice that in their single lives they did not envision making 

(Aveling, 2002). 

It is this contemporary ambivalence and the difficulties of having it all in the 

current system that Anne-Marie Slaughter took up in her widely read and debated article. 

One of Slaughter’s (2012) main arguments is that “a balanced life is more elusive for 

women than it is for men” (Slaughter, 2012, p. 8). There are many reasons why this may 

be so, but children seem to play a significant role. Working hard and having ambition are 

often not enough to help women reconcile the contemporary challenges of family and 

work where workplace structures, including long hours and inflexible schedules, lack of 

high-quality, affordable daycare, school schedules that are not aligned with work 

schedules, and stigmas about addressing family concerns in the workplace are just some 

of the significant barriers to achieving a work-life balance (Slaughter, 2012).  

Because of these difficulties, many women forego children in order to forego 

career ambitions. When considering leaders in positions of power, many more women 
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then men are childless (Crittenden, 2001; Hewlett, 2002). Sarah Stark, a medical 

researcher married to a physician who has remained childless by choice, attributes this to 

the fact that the work world is still structured around male biology and experience:  

The male model is the working model. It never lets up. If you take time off, you’ll 
get behind—in technical expertise, in publications, in climbing the academic 
ladder… when a physician who is a mother is late for a conference, the men 
always comment.” (as quoted in Rosenberg, 1992, p. 252-253) 
 
The majority (about 80%) of male CFO’s of large American corporations have 

stay-at-home wives, a statistic that is not true in reverse (Crittenden, 2001). Thus, men 

are more likely to have a stay-at-home partner who can take care of domestic 

responsibilities, allowing the employed partner more flexibility to accommodate work 

travel or work during hours that might otherwise be difficult if both partners were 

employed (Galinsky et al, 2003). However, finding and marrying a supportive and 

involved partner, as Sandberg (2013) suggests ambitious women do, is not something that 

all women can possibly guarantee. Though some critics like Sandberg (2013) state that 

women are not putting in enough energy and reaching high enough in their careers, 

Slaughter (2014) sees things differently, attributing the lack of women in leadership 

positions to social and business norms that make it difficult if not impossible for dual-

earner families to make things work. Perhaps more controversially, she notes that when 

faced with the decision to choose between work and home, women are more likely to 

give up their jobs, whether due to the socialization process towards mothering as a 

primary duty of women or due to maternal instincts that guide the difficult decision. 

Slaughter’s (2014) solution is centered on altering cultural and work practices to 

reflect an equal value placed on work and family within a context where women are 

equally represented in government and leadership positions and where they are paid 
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equally to their male counterparts. But equal representation seems like a distant reality 

when considering current statistics. 

Women at Work 

Since the end of the Second World War, women have entered the U.S. workforce 

in increasing numbers, with the peak of women’s labor force participation occurring at 

approximately 60% in the 1990’s (United States Bureau of Labor Statistics [BLS], May 

2014; Galinsky, Aumann, & Bond, 2011). Currently, women make up 57.2% of the labor 

force, with that number projected to be 56% by 2022 (United States Department of Labor 

Women’s Bureau [DOLWB], 2013). Most women (74%) are working full-time while 

24% work part-time (DOLWB, 2013). The rate of highly educated women with college 

degrees who work has tripled in the past four decades (Negrea, 2012).  

The rise in women’s employment has largely been driven by married mothers 

with young children (Negrea, 2012; Parker & Wang, 2013). In 1975, 47% of mothers 

with children under 18 years old were working while that number rose to 69.9% in 2013 

(DOLWB, 2013; Galinsky, Aumann, & Bond, 2011). For mothers with children under 

the age of 18 surveyed in 2012, nearly half (51%) worked full time, 19% worked part 

time, and 29% did not work (Parker and Wang, 2013). However, in recent years, more 

mothers are also staying home (29% in 2012), a trend that may be due to the economic 

downturn, high cost of childcare, and social factors such as “continued public 

ambivalence about the impact of working mothers on young children” (Cohn, Livingston, 

& Wang, 2014, p. 1). Data shows that mothers are much more likely to step out of the 

workforce (57.3% participation) when their children are infants (DOLWB, 2013). 

Nevertheless, this statistic also points to the fact that over half of all mothers are returning 
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to work, even when their children are youngest. According to research by the Families 

and Work Institute (2005), the priorities of employed mothers appear to shift somewhat 

based on the ages of their children. For example, 60% of working mothers with children 

under the age of six endorsed a “family-centric” identity, with this number decreasing to 

37% as their children aged and eventually left the house (FWI, 2005).  

Thus, the majority of mothers are not “opting-out” but are in fact working. In fact, 

more than half of all married couples (60%) with children under 18 years of age are in 

dual earner families (Parker & Wang, 2013). And of those that do step out, many return 

to the labor force once their children are older (Dicker, 2008; DOLWB, 2013). 

Nevertheless, the lack of social supports, such as adequate maternity leave, and the 

difficulty of managing demanding work schedules with family responsibilities has 

contributed to women stepping out at a rate that is higher than previous decades, while 

rates of women working in other countries, such as Switzerland, Australia, Germany and 

France have increased (Miller & Alderman, 2014).  

For many mothers, leaving the workforce even temporarily is simply not an 

option due to financial constraints (Stone, 2008). Statistics show that about 60% of 

Americans make less than $14 per hour, a reality that makes opting out close to 

impossible (Dicker, 2008). Single mothers have even less of a choice. Of single mothers 

surveyed in 2012, 85% reported an annual income below $50,000 whereas 62% of 

married mothers reported an annual income of $50,000 or above (Parker & Wang, 2013). 

Single mothers are also more likely to be working than married mothers at a rate of 

75.8% (BLS, 2014b). For those mothers who do stay home, approximately 30%, most are 

on average less educated and have significantly lower incomes that mothers who are in 
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the workforce (Parker, 2012).  

The “opt-out revolution.” In 2003, journalist Lisa Belkin (2013) wrote about the 

trend of highly educated and successful professional women leaving the workforce in 

order to care for their children. Though these women were well-prepared to realize the 

feminist dream of “having it all,” of becoming female leaders in a male-dominated world 

and breaking the glass ceiling firmly in place in many industries, they were exiting the 

workforce before they even had a chance to begin. Belkin (2013) defined this as “a 

revolution stalled.” Motherhood was the line between women who were achieving and 

keeping pace with male colleagues and women who were left behind after having 

children, either from scaling back or stepping out altogether in the “crucial career-

building years (25-44)” (Belkin, 2013).  

Belkin (2013) argued that the problem was not only that the workforce was failing 

women, but that women were redefining success and rejecting the prescription set up in 

earlier years where equality meant keeping up with men in the workforce. She observed a 

generational divide between second wave feminists who prioritized work and a newer 

generation of women who felt less guilt about leaving, who saw themselves as “powerful 

and privileged,” equated feminism with choice, and who did “not feel the same 

obligation” to define success around careers but rather to have a plethora of options that 

also include time with family (Belkin, 2013). These women do not “want a return to the 

confines of the fifties; they treasure their freedoms, but see a third way” (Miller, 2013).  

A decade later, author Judith Warner (2013) revisited this issue by interviewing 

twenty-two women who in the 1990s and early 2000s had “opted-out.” Her interviews 

revealed mixed experiences, with some women detailing the losses inherent to leaving 
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paid work and others noting that there were pay-offs, such as increased flexibility and 

more time with loved ones. Some women stated that they left work because of the 

negative effects that a dual-earner schedule had on their marriages and families, though 

as one woman, whose experience mirrored others in her cohort, explained in hindsight, 

her “choice” to leave a job paying $500,000 per year did not result in “the perfect fairy-

tale ending” but rather a divorce that left her struggling financially (Warner, 2013, p. 3).  

Warner (2013) found that some of the women, whom she labeled the “superelite” 

because of their educational and professional backgrounds as well as social network 

connections, were able to find jobs after longer periods at home, though usually at lower 

pay and status then their previous positions. In contrast, those women who did not 

volunteer strategically while away from the workforce, who did not belong to high-

powered networks, and who divorced, struggled more (Warner, 2003). Many found 

themselves in financially strained positions and had difficulty reentering the professional 

world.  

Pamela Stone (2008), a professor of sociology, argued against opting-out as a 

trend that revolved around choice. She wrote that the so-called opt-out revolution was 

“the revolution that wasn’t,” and that “women in the prime of their lives are continuing to 

do it all – pursue careers and raise families – and in large numbers” (Stone, 2008, p. 6-7). 

Statistics support her assertion as the majority of mothers, including those in dual-earner 

couples (59.1%) are still in the workforce (BLS, 2014a). College-educated women, even 

those with children, are working at a higher rate than those who are less educated (BLS, 

2014b; Stone, 2008).  
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Though there is an appearance of women having it all and then making the choice 

to leave, other reasons, such as the inflexibility of the workforce, are at play. Stone 

(2008) noted that many of the women she interviewed for her book often quit their jobs 

as a “last resort,” and that these decisions were in no way easy or simple to make (p. 19). 

She argued that there is a “choice gap” that results from the reality of working in a high 

status profession as part of a dual-earner couple where both partners face long hours and 

high-pressured jobs (Stone, 2008). Furthermore, Stone (2008) found that many women 

were 

marginalized and stigmatized, negatively reinforced for trying to hold on to their 
careers after becoming mothers. These women had alternative visions of how to 
work and be a mother, yet their attempts to maintain their careers on terms other 
than full-time plus were penalized, not applauded; it was quitting that earned them 
kudos. Once home, women create rewarding lives, but struggle to reconcile their 
current and former identities… It is not women who are traditional; rather it is the 
workplace, stuck in an anachronistic time warp that ignores the reality of the lives 
of high-achieving women… and resists and rebuffs their efforts to change it. (p. 
19) 
 
When mothers leave the workforce because of inequities, power differentials, 

discrimination, a lack of good child care, a paucity of valued and satisfactory part-time 

work, and stressors inherent to the long hours associated with a dual income, the rhetoric 

of “choice” is applied to a decision that is made in a context of bad options (Crittenden, 

2001; Williams, 2000). As Crittenden (2001) notes, “those who benefit from the status 

quo always attribute inequities to the choices of the underdog… but mothers’ choices are 

not made in a vacuum. They are made in a world that women never made, according to 

rules they didn’t write” (p. 235).  

The leadership gap. Today, women are more highly educated than ever before, 

are pursuing college in greater numbers than men, with many surpassing their male same-
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aged peers in educational levels (BLS, 2014b; Galinsky, Aumann, & Bond, 2011). In 

1992, more men then women reported wanting to advance to higher positions whereas in 

2008, an equal percentage of women and men were endorsing ambitions to move up at 

work (Galinsky, Aumann, & Bond, 2011). Though women earn approximately 60% of 

undergraduate and masters degrees and hold 52% of professional jobs, there is a dearth of 

women in leadership positions across a variety of industries, even in those where women 

employees represent half or more of the work force, including financial services, health 

care, and social assistance (Warner, 2014). The percentage of female executives is well 

below that of men, with women making up only 14.6% of executive officers, 4.6% of 

Fortune 500 CEO’s, and 8.1% of top earners (Warner, 2014). Women are most likely to 

hold positions as managers and officials in the health care industry and least likely in 

manufacturing (EEOC, 2004). In telecommunications, entertainment, publishing and 

advertising, only 3% of women are in high level positions, while 16% of writers, 

producers, cinematographers, and editors are female, facts that point to the ongoing 

reality that women’s images in the media are still largely shaped by men (Newsom & 

Costanzo, 2011). Despite the fact that the majority of employed women are mothers, in 

television, almost none are portrayed as having children (Ulaby, 2013). Although 25% of 

women run their own companies, on television, only 14% are shown as doing the same 

(Ulaby, 2013). Furthermore, despite the progress of previous decades, the momentum of 

women breaking through the glass ceiling has stalled as the number of women in top 

management positions has remained relatively stagnant in the last decade (Warner, 2014). 

And the numbers are even more dismal for minority women who make up only 11.9% of 

managerial and professional positions (Warner, 2014).   
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  In a study of top executive men and women (n = 1192) from 10 major global 

companies headquartered in the United States, male senior executives had higher status 

positions than female senior executives, with 71% of men at reporting levels directly 

under the CEO or managing partner versus only 39% of women, who also managed 

fewer numbers of employees (Galinsky et al. 2003). Despite controlling for a variety of 

variables, Galinsky et al. (2003) found that discrepancies in job status between male and 

female executives could not be explained, leaving them to conclude that a “glass ceiling 

still remains” (p. 32).  

Though differences in job experiences, such as men’s greater willingness to 

travel, move for work, and longer hours have been cited as reasons for the unequal 

representation of women at the top, these do not fully account for why there are so few 

female executives in high status positions. One of the main differences can be found at 

home. Galinsky et al. (2003) found that 74% of women had spouses or partners who also 

worked full-time while the opposite was true for men, where 75% had spouses or partners 

who were not employed (Galinsky et al., 2003, italics mine). Therefore, the vast majority 

of female executives do not have the same support at home as their male counterparts, 

and striving for balance may be all that more difficult. To complicate matters, spouses of 

executive women work longer hours on average then men’s partners (Galinsky et al., 

2003). Researchers found that more women than men reduced initial aspirations to move 

up the corporate ladder, with many identifying personal and family sacrifices that they 

would have to make to advance, long hours, and wanting to prioritize other aspects of life 

(Galinsky et al., 2003).  
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In politics, the number of women has steadily increased, but still remains low. 

Women make up 50.8% of the population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2013a). Yet, they hold 

only 17.9% of the seats in the House of Representatives and 20% in the Senate (Catalyst, 

2013). In comparison to the rest of the world, Rwanda has the highest representation of 

female representation in parliament, followed by Bolivia, Andorra, Cuba and Sweden, 

while the United States is ranked 80th on this list (Inter-Parliamentary Union, 2014).  

Women now earn 51% of doctoral degrees (National Center for Educational 

Statistics, 2013). Yet, in academia, they are more likely than men to fill part-time versus 

full-time faculty and staff positions, and therefore less likely to receive tenure (Cataldi, 

Bradburn & Mansour, 2005; Mason, Wolfinger & Goulden, 2013). Academic jobs 

require long hours, provide little flexibility, and lack family friendly policies, facts that 

perpetuate gender inequities (Jacobs, 2004). Even amongst academics, women are doing 

more housework than their male colleagues (Schiebinger & Gilmartin, 2010) and are 

more likely than men to consider household and family responsibilities when planning 

their careers (Gunter & Stambach, 2003; Shen, 2013). Just as is the case in other fields, 

women are more likely to step out of their careers to take care of their families then men, 

especially when both partners have demanding careers (Mason, Wolfinger & Goulden, 

2013). One study found that women reported less satisfaction and a decreased sense of 

belonging more frequently than male colleagues when their work environments did not 

have family-friendly policies that were supportive to employees with families (Moors, 

Malley, & Stewart, 2014). Studies show that having a family negatively affects women’s 

opportunities for career advancement, lowers lifetime pay, and increases the chances that 
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a woman will leave academia entirely, while marriage and children either have no affect 

or positively influence men’s career trajectories (Mason, Wolfinger & Goulden, 2013).  

Sexism and gender discrimination are still a reality, especially in the sciences, 

where women are not equally represented, earn less than male colleagues, and are less 

likely to get funded for research (Barbezat & Hughes, 2005; Shen, 2013). Male applicants 

to academic positions are rated as more competent and likely to get a job offer, deserving 

of a higher salary, and more likely to get career mentoring, even when their qualifications 

are identical to those of female applicants (Mervis, 2012; Moss-Racusin, Dovidio, 

Brescoll, Graham, and Handelsman, 2012). Women in the sciences also report a high 

frequency of sexual harassment (Aschwanden, 2014; Clancy, 2014). A hostile work 

environment towards women working in STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and 

Math) fields, rather than motherhood, is often to blame for women exiting their careers 

(Negrea, 2012).  

 In addition to these challenges to increasing female leadership, women must 

contend with double standards that govern gendered behavior (Ibarra, Ely, & Kolb, 2013; 

Johnson, Murphy, Zewdie, & Reichard, 2008; Park, Smith & Correll, 2008). In order to 

succeed, they “must act in ways that have long been socially disapproved of in women” 

(Rosenberg, 1992, p. 253). This double standard is what has made the existence of 

“retraining” programs, such as Bully Broads, possible. Bully Broads helps executive 

women to refine their image so that they are perceived as less tough and aggressive, traits 

which have often been identified as barriers to their further advancement by bosses, who 

are most often men (Banerjee, 2003). The program “offers a new set of rules for getting 

ahead” with the motto that “for women to succeed now, they must become ladies first” 
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(Banerjee, 2003, p. 628). Men, on the other hand, rarely hear the same message to 

dampen direct and assertive attitudes. Thus, women deal with mixed signals – work as 

hard as the men in your company, act like you are a man even after giving birth, but do 

not display the same attitudes, because if you do, not only will you be perceived 

negatively, but it will also affect your chances of promotion.  

Perceptions about the existence of inequality and leadership disparities are also 

wide-ranging. According to a Pew Research Institute (2009) survey, one-third of all 

respondents felt that the primary reason women were not in leadership positions was 

because family responsibilities were getting in the way. Galinsky et al. (2003) looked at 

men’s and women’s attitudes about women’s advancement in the workplace and on all 

questions asked, men predominantly felt that women have advanced and gained equality 

in both status and pay, and at times were given an unfair advantage because of their 

gender, while few women endorsed these ideas, reporting that they felt they had to 

outperform their male peers to gain similar positions, that equal pay was not a reality, and 

that promotions were more difficult for women to obtain compared to men (Galinsky et 

al., 2003). Women on Wall Street seem to feel the same way, with two-thirds saying “that 

they must work harder than men for the same rewards” (Abelson, 2003). Women 

executives reported facing more obstacles at work and perceived the road to success as 

challenging due to the following factors:  

being excluded from important networks, having a limited number of role models, 
having limited opportunities for experiences in line or in general management, 
facing gender stereotypes, and being in dual-career families. (Galinsky et al., 
2003, p. 45) 
 

Galinsky et al. (2003) also reported that women’s ambitions are negatively affected by 

these beliefs, mirroring the argument made by Lean In author and COO of Facebook 



	   57	  

Sheryl Sandberg (2013) that women must first believe in themselves in order to succeed.  

The wage gap. In addition to disparities in leadership positions, data shows that 

women have been paid less than men since they first began to enter the American 

workforce. Between 1950 and 1980, 50% of women worked, yet their wages remained 

stagnant at approximately 60% of men’s earnings (Rosenberg, 1992). Reasons for this 

disparity included open wage discrimination until the passing of the Equal Pay Act in 

1963, women’s lower qualifications and experience due to educational and social trends 

at the time, and employers’ justifications that women were usually not breadwinners and 

therefore did not need to earn as much as the men that were expected to support them 

(Greenberger et al., 2013; Rosenberg, 1992).  

The latest statistics from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics show that on average, 

women earn 78 cents for every dollar that men earn, a number that has not changed 

significantly in the last decade (Corbett, 2014). The differential in pay varies by state, 

with some states, like Washington, D.C., achieving the most success in closing the gap by 

paying women 91 cents for every dollar earned by men (Corbett, 2014). The data is even 

worse for most minority women, with the exception of Asian American women who earn 

90 cents to every dollar earned by white American men, a number that represents the 

smallest gap among all racial and ethnic groups (Wallace, 2014). Hispanic and Latina 

women’s earnings are 54% of white men’s earnings while African American women 

earnings are slightly higher at 64% (Wallace, 2014).   

Reasons given for the gap have varied. Women are still overrepresented in jobs 

that are traditionally female and historically low-paying, including clerical, service and 

sales jobs (Cabeza, Johnson, & Tyner, 2011; Ludden, 2010). The highest wage 
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occupations are dominated by men, and desegregation based on gender has stalled in the 

last decade (Hegewisch & Hartmann, 2014). Women make up only 27% of the 

employees in the twenty-five highest wage occupations, and two-thirds of those earning 

the lowest wages (Greenberger et al., 2013). Even in professions dominated by women, a 

wage gap exists, with male janitors making more than maids, for example (Greenberger 

et al., 2013). The devaluation of traditional women’s labor is reflected in the low wages 

of caregiving professionals, including teachers, childcare workers, and cleaning staff. The 

data points to the fact that in almost every occupation, women are paid less than men, 

even in jobs where women represent the majority of the workforce (BLS, 2013). And 

when men and women hold the same jobs, men are more likely to earn extra 

compensation through bonuses, commissions and profit sharing due to taking on more 

leadership tasks (Cabeza, Johnson, & Tyner, 2011). In only seven out of a total 500 

professions do women earn more than men, a number that represents 3% of full-time 

working women (Glynn & Wu, 2013).   

Some critics point to the fact that women take more time away from work, often 

work part-time, and step away from their careers at critical points. The data shows that 

26% of women in the workforce were working on a part-time status of less than 35 hours 

per week while 60% worked full-time and year-round (BLS, 2014b). Others point to 

women working fewer hours, with statistics showing that, on average, women worked 

five hours less then men per week in 2012 (BLS, 2014b).  

In the 1980’s, economists began to link the wage gap with the trend of women 

stepping out of the workforce, even if temporarily, to have children. The greater the 

leave, the bigger the loss in wages, except for the small minority of women who worked 
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for companies that provided them with paid maternity leave and guaranteed jobs upon 

their return (Rosenberg, 1992). The effects of this “motherhood penalty” still contribute 

to lowered lifetime earnings for women (Galinsky, Aumann, & Bond, 2011). Research 

indicates that lower earnings are correlated with greater responsibility for childcare, a 

role that more often than not, still largely falls to women (Galinsky, Aumann & Bond, 

2011). Women also lose wages and advancement opportunities when they take unpaid 

maternity leaves (Cabeza, Johnson, & Tyner, 2011). One study, however, found that 

delayed motherhood (after age 30) for college-educated women did not negatively affect 

wage earning, but rather boosted earnings, as compared to college educated women 

without children, perhaps due to mothers seeking work environments with more flexible 

and family friendly policies (Amuedo-Dorantes & Kimmel, 2005). Another study found 

that the wage gap varied based on educational attainment, with more educated mothers 

suffering less of a wage penalty than their less-educated counterparts (Schmidt, 2002). 

This may be due to the fact that educated mothers are more likely to return and stay in the 

workforce after having children than their less educated counterparts (Negrea, 2012).  

Unjust workplace practices based on stereotypes surrounding women’s “actual or 

perceived caregiving responsibilities” are at times used to excuse discrimination 

(Greenberger et al., 2013, p. 4; Sayers, 2012). Historically and traditionally, it has been 

women who have borne the most responsibility for home and childcare (Negrea, 2012). 

There are still employers who hold stereotyped assumptions about women, including 

ideas that women’s home responsibilities interfere with work, that women do not care 

about money as much as men, that men’s work goals within a marriage take precedence 

over wives’ goals, and that childbearing, maternity leave, or taking time off from the 
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work force leave women without the necessary time needed “to accumulate pay raises 

and promotions and to garner the experience necessary to increase one’s productivity and 

hence wage” (Ludden, 2010; Sayers, 2012, p. 521). Thus, sexism may also play a role in 

perpetuating unequal pay. 

It is interesting that marriage and parenthood do not affect men’s wages in the 

same ways that they do women’s. Indeed, married men are paid more than their single 

counterparts, with that difference estimated by economists to be about 10% to as much as 

50% more (Varian, 2004).  

But even when factors such as part-time labor, occupational aggregation in lower-

paying jobs, and time away from work are controlled for, the wage gap still remains, 

pointing to the existence of a glass ceiling that has yet to be shattered (Farrell & Glynn, 

2013; Galinsky et al., 2003; Ludden, 2010; Sayers, 2012). It is an issue that arises quite 

early in a woman’s career, and according to one study, apparent after only one year of 

employment and resulting in a 7% pay differential with men doing the same work for the 

same amount of time (Greenberger et al., 2013). It is pervasive at all levels of education 

and at all pay grades, including in low-wage jobs dominated by women, many of whom 

are single mothers (Greenberger et al., 2013). For women overall, the pay differential 

over forty years is about $443,360, with the gap increasingly widening as women age 

(Greenberger et al., 2013).  

  There are some anomalies here. The proportion of women who outearn their 

husbands has risen in recent years, from 18% in 1987 to 28.1% in 2011 (BLS, 2014b). 

This may in part be due to the recession that has also negatively affected men’s wages 

(Ludden, 2010). Women are the primary breadwinners in about 40% of families with 
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children (Greenberger et al., 2013; Livingston, 2014; Wang, Parker, & Taylor, 2013). 

This number reflects both the women that have higher-paying jobs than their spouses 

(37%) and the women who are fully supporting their families as single parents (63%) 

(Wang, Parker, & Taylor, 2013). Even though more women are breadwinners than ever 

before, the majority still earn less than their spouses and male peers, a fact that is bad for 

all families, including those that make time and other sacrifices because both parents 

work and those where single mothers are having to work harder than single fathers to 

support a household.  

  Current equal pay laws are inadequate in addressing pay discrimination 

(Greenberger et al., 2013). Loopholes allow employers to pay women less by using 

justifications other than gender, there are not enough protections in place to shield 

women against retaliation or getting fired for discussing their pay in the workplace, and 

employees are not allowed to come together to fight pay discrimination in court which 

acts as a deterrent to progress (Greenberger et al., 2013; Ludden, 2014). Furthermore, 

even if a court decides with a plaintiff who has sued due to an unequal pay complaint, 

employers need only to pay for liquidated damages and back pay which is often thought 

of as “an acceptable part of the cost of doing business” since it is not a significant enough 

penalty (Greenberger et al., 2013, p. 11).  

  Policy change is integral to creating a workplace that takes into account the 

realities of contemporary families. President Barack Obama helped to pass the Lilly Fair 

Pay Act in 2009 (NWLC, 2009). Prior to its passing, employees had a 180 day window in 

which to file a complaint of pay discrimination, but this procedure was flawed, as it 

encouraged discrimination as long as it could be hidden for the required amount of time. 
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Furthermore, it is common for employers to discourage and at times, prohibit discussion 

of pay amongst employees, making it difficult if not impossible for pay inequalities to be 

discovered, especially within a limited time frame (NWLC, 2009). Under the Lilly 

Ledbetter Law, the 180 days window is reset with each unfair and unequal paycheck 

given to an employee (NWLC, 2009).   

In September 2014, the Paycheck Fairness Act, legislation that aimed to close the 

wage gap, was blocked for the fourth time in Congress (Civic Impulse, 2015). This 

proposed bill would have amended the Equal Pay Act to revise “the exception to the 

prohibition for a wage rate differential based on any other factor other than sex” and 

would limit these “to bona fide factors, such as education, training or experience” (Civic, 

Impulse).  

Work culture and family/life balance. A recent Gallop poll found that the 

average workweek is now 47 hours for full-time workers, with 21% working between 

fifty and fifty-nine hours and 18% working more than sixty hours (Saad, 2014). Men still 

tend to work over 50 hours at a rate higher than women (16% versus 7%, respectively) 

(OECD Better Life Index, 2014). Though fathers are working long hours at work, are 

increasingly involved in domestic tasks, and have employers that lack family-friendly 

policies, they are less likely to report conflict between their work and home lives than 

working mothers (Hill, 2005; Parker, 2012). Working mothers are almost twice as likely 

to report feeling rushed than stay-at-home mothers and working fathers (Parker, 2012). 

Women are also more likely to report feeling overworked than men, perhaps due to the 

fact that women more often then men have jobs that require more multitasking (Galinsky, 

Bond, Kim, Backon, Brownfield, & Sakai, 2005), a work role that mirrors their domestic 
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role as the parent that schedules, organizes, and manages the functions of the home. 

Furthermore, once they get home, women are doing double duty by performing the 

majority of domestic tasks (Families and Work Institute [FWI], 2005; Galinsky et al., 

2003; Greenberger et al., 2013; Makers, 2013; Williams 2000). 

A recent survey from NPR, the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, and the 

Harvard School of Public Health (2014) found that many Americans (54% of 

respondents) describe themselves as dealing with a “great deal of stress” and cited 

“having too many responsibilities overall” as a significant contributor. Dual-earner 

couples make up the majority of American families. However, many of those couples 

report difficulties as a result of the demands on their time. Bond and Galinsky (2011) 

found that 64% of employed couples felt that they did not have enough time to spend 

with each other and 61% felt that they did not have enough time for themselves.  

Employees today face a different workplace then generations past. They are often 

expected to work longer hours then cohorts before them, to accomplish more with less 

time and help, to take work home, and to be reachable outside of normal business hours, 

for some even during vacation time (Foroohar, 2012; Galinsky, Bond, Kim, Backon, 

Brownfield, & Sakai, 2005). Single parents and dual-earner couples are especially 

susceptible to feeling overworked (Bianchi, Robinson, Milkie, 2004). Furthermore, 

today’s workplace often requires multitasking, not enough time to recoup between tasks, 

and frequent interruptions that can also make it difficult to complete tasks by expected 

deadlines (Galinsky, Bond, Kim, Backon, Brownfield, & Sakai, 2005). Of 1003 wage and 

salaried U.S. employees surveyed, one third felt that they were chronically overworked, a 

fact that is related with a variety of negative work and personal outcomes, including more 
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mistakes, higher levels of anger at employers, higher reported levels of stress, clinical 

depression, poorer health, and poor self-care (Galinsky, Bond, Kim, Backon, Brownfield, 

& Sakai, 2005). A factor that surely contributes to feelings of overwork is that about one 

third of employees surveyed did not plan to take their full vacations, and for those who 

do take time off, this time is not always spend on relaxation but fulfilling other life and 

family responsibilities, a trend that is especially true for women (Galinsky, Bond, Kim, 

Backon, Brownfield, & Sakai, 2005).  

For executives, long hours and stressful schedules are even more of a norm, with 

45% of managerial workers logging 80-hour weeks in jobs that also entail travel, 

additional demands on time, and vacations that are rarely taken (Hewlett, 2007). The toll 

of these demands can include physical and psychological consequences, including 

chronic insomnia, weight gain, infertility, and heart issues, facts which lead to high 

turnover and burnout rates (Hewlett, 2007). It may also explain why some employees are 

reticent to move into leadership positions.  

  Of all executives surveyed by Galinsky et al. (2003), most prioritized work 

responsibilities over their home lives (61%), stating that they often interrupt time at home 

and on holidays to address work-related issues. Nearly half reported that managing the 

responsibilities of work and home is “difficult” or “very difficult,” with women reporting 

more difficulty (Galinsky et al., 2003). More women than men also reported moderate to 

high feelings of stress, due to factors such as not having time for self-care and being at 

lower reporting levels within the organizational hierarchy (Galinsky et al., 2003).  

Low wage workers. Low wage workers face even greater challenges when 

attempting to balance work and home life (Negrea, 2012). Low wage workers, defined by 
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Bond and Galinsky (2011) as those who “earn less than two-thirds the median earnings of 

male employees in the United States” or about $12.82 per hour or less (p. 2) are more 

likely to be women, more often younger, single, less educated, to work irregular hours, 

often on a part-time status, but to have similar caregiving responsibilities as higher wage 

earners. Many of these workers face frequently changing schedules, long commutes, and 

unstable jobs that pose unique challenges to building family routines (Negrea, 2012). 

  Given these factors, it is easy to imagine the difficulties of attempting to find a 

work life balance. Lower wages, fewer benefits, and working non daytime hours make 

procuring child care all that more difficult. Furthermore, since low-wage workers are 

more likely to be single, partners are therefore not available to share in the 

responsibilities of childcare or household tasks. In light of these factors, the need for 

flexibility is all the more significant. And yet, low wage workers are even less likely to 

have access to flexible work arrangements than higher wage workers (Bond & Galinsky, 

2011).  

  Almost half of low wage and higher wage employees in one survey reported 

feeling that they had to make choices between work and family, with a higher percentage 

of low-wage earners endorsing the belief that if they were to use flexibility options at 

work to take time for their families, that this would negatively affect their job status 

(Bond & Galinsky, 2011). Low-wage mothers are more routinely blamed for being 

“irresponsible” in their decision to have children when they require time off or workplace 

flexibility, rather than this need being recognized as an effect of a lack of adequate 

family-life policies, particularly affordable and stable child care (Dodson, 2013). The 

choice between family and work becomes all the more difficult, and the consequences for 
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children are real, as the working conditions for low wage parents are associated with 

behavioral problems and school-related issues in children (Negrea, 2012).  Though 

working can provide positive psychological benefits to mothers, jobs that have low 

flexibility, high-turnover rates, long commute times, and nighttime hours are all 

associated with negative outcomes for families, including increased aggression in 

children (Johnson, Kalil, & Dunifon, 2010). These factors combined contribute to the 

difficulties faced by low wage families.  

Dual career families. Most workplaces are still structured as if their employees 

are men who have a spouse at home to take care of home responsibilities. Men more 

often rely on their spouses to take care of domestic concerns, while women are more 

likely to turn to family members or hired help (Shah, 2003). Interestingly, in one study, a 

significant stress factor for male executives appeared to be having an employed spouse 

(Galinsky et al., 2003). Furthermore, men who had employed spouses were more likely to 

reduce their career aspirations, perhaps due to the difficulties of managing work and 

home responsibilities in a dual-earner home (Galinsky et al., 2003). There are some 

exceptions to traditional arrangements as more men are staying home with children due 

to a number of factors, including the recent economic downturn, more flexible gender 

roles, and having spouses that have more demanding and high-paying jobs. However, this 

still reflects a minority of American households, about 16% (Livingston, 2014). 

Long workweeks make it very difficult to sustain the career ambitions of dual-

earner couples, and families often revert to more traditional gender roles in order to make 

things work. Women, especially those of childbearing age, are more likely to reduce their 

work hours to accommodate the demands of their husbands’ work schedules and to be 
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able to balance household responsibilities, and thus face a significant disadvantage in the 

workplace (Galinsky, Aumann & Bond, 2011; Williams, 2000). Mulvaney, McNall, and 

Morrissey (2011) found that higher levels of family-life conflict had a negative affect on 

work commitment for new mothers in the three years following the birth of a child. 

However, if a mother remained engaged and committed to work during this period, she 

was more likely to be employed nine years later, a finding that lends support to the 

argument for more supportive work policies for parents (Mulvaney, McNall, & 

Morrissey, 2011). 

Traditionally, feminists have told women to adapt themselves to work structures 

designed for male employees with homemaker wives. But “the time has come to abandon 

the fiction that both mothers and fathers can perform as ideal workers in a system 

designed for men supported by a flow of family work from women” (Williams, 2000, p. 

51-52). The truth is that the system is not working well for both men and women with 

children: 

As men take more responsibility for family work, they may want to have more 
reasonable hours, to avoid taking on additional responsibility at work, to resist 
demands for overtime work that are unscheduled or last minute, to take time off 
for child-related reasons, and so forth—behaviors that have traditionally been 
associated with female employees. Work-family issues are clearly family issues, 
not just women’s issues. (FWI, 2005, p. 13, italics mine) 
 
Though the “importance of family” is stressed as a value in society, the actual 

“work it takes to make a family” is not recognized (Crittenden, 2001, p. 5). Companies 

rarely offer flexible work schedules to accommodate the needs of families. Often women 

and men feel that they must lie about their family responsibilities lest they face a negative 

backlash at work for having to take time away when kids are sick or there is a family-

related emergency (Slaughter, 2012): 
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It is part of American culture to view work-family issues as private, personal, and 
amenable to individual solutions for people who are clever enough to figure them 
out. This culture of individualism offers the illusion that we can solve these 
dilemmas by ourselves, without having to join with others to examine 
assumptions and challenge social structures. (Blair-Loy, 2003, p. 3)  
 

Like Sandberg’s (2013) call to women to “lean in,” the onus is put on women and men to 

persevere in the marketplace to achieve their goals without more thoroughly challenging 

systemic inequalities that often make it extremely difficult for dual-earner families. But 

the reality is that despite greater access and opportunity to fields that have historically 

been male-dominated, advancement for women can be difficult due to policies, or lack of, 

such as maternity leave, that assume employees are male with a spouse at home (Cabeza, 

Johnson, & Tyner, 2011; Williams 2000). 

Some companies are adapting. A national survey of 1,051 employers with 50 or 

more employees by the Families and Work Institute found that, despite the economic 

downturn, more flexible options in the workplace, such as increased time off for family 

and personal leave, flexible work schedules, occasional telecommuting, and control over 

breaks, were increasingly being offered to at least some employees since 2008 (Matos & 

Galinsky, 2014). Benefits of more flexibility in the workplace were cited as mutually 

beneficial, with employees reporting greater job satisfaction, less stress, and decreased 

work-life conflict while employers benefitted from greater job retention, healthier 

employees and therefore decreased healthcare costs, and more motivated and productive 

employees (Matos & Galinsky, 2014). Smaller employers (50-99 employees) were more 

likely to offer flexible work options than larger companies (Matos & Galinsky, 2014). 

Maternity costs and leave from work. Critics of contemporary work culture 

have argued that it is motherhood, not gender, which puts women at the greatest 
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disadvantage in the workforce and contributes significantly to economic inequalities for 

women (Crittenden, 2001). Indeed, there is a lack of legislation and social supports for 

pregnant employees and working parents of children.  

Maternity costs in the United States are some of the highest in the world with 

maternity benefits often partially, or not covered, by many insurance providers, a reality 

that stands in stark contrast to much of the developed world where costs are lower and 

mothers are provided with many free maternity benefits beyond the birth itself 

(Rosenthal, 2013). In the U. S., non-white, part-time, and lower-income women without 

private insurance are the least likely to have paid leave and are given less time off by 

their employers (Shepherd-Banigan & Bell, 2013). Women are also charged more for 

insurance whether or not their plans include maternity care, which they often do not 

(Courtot & Kaye, 2009). Pregnant employees have faced discrimination and potential pay 

or job loss due to their pregnancies (Martin et al., 2013). In a step in the right direction, 

the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) (2014) recently released 

an enforcement guidance document that addresses pregnancy discrimination and provides 

education to the public about the legal protections that are available.  

The United States remains the only industrialized country in the world that does 

not offer employees paid maternity leave (Cabeza, Johnson, & Tyner, 2011), and one of a 

few that does not offer paternity leave (Organization for Economic Co-operation and 

Development [OECD], 2014). Though Congress passed an unpaid parental leave bill in 

1990, it was vetoed by President George Bush, signifying a big setback to future reform 

on this issue (Rosenberg, 1992). On average, countries included in an Organization for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (2014) survey offered approximately 18 weeks 
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of paid leave to employees, with many allowing mothers and fathers to decide which 

parent would use the benefit after the birth of a child. As this has most often been the 

mother, a few countries, like Iceland for example, are now including a mandatory 

paternal leave in order to encourage gender equality (OECD, 2014). Some countries, such 

as Finland, Hungary, Norway, and Poland, offer up to 100 weeks of paid leave to new 

parents, representing the other side of the spectrum to the United States’ lack of paid 

leave policies (OECD, 2014). Mothers in the United States are less likely than mothers in 

other countries to take maternity leaves due to fears of how time away may negatively 

affect their wages and professional advancement (Cabeza, Johnson, & Tyner, 2011). 

Furthermore, a higher education correlates with less maternity leave time taken (Cabeza, 

Johnson, & Tyner, 2011) which may correlate to the expectation in many professional 

environments that women return to work as soon as possible. The lack of adequate 

maternity leave is also cited as the reason that many employed mothers are leaving the 

workforce (Miller & Alderman, 2014). 

The Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993 (FMLA) was signed into law by 

President Clinton in an effort to help working families. The FMLA stipulates that 

employers with 50 or more workers offer at minimum, 12 weeks of unpaid leave for 

childbirth, adoption, foster care placement, and serious personal, child, or spousal 

medical conditions to employees who have accrued 1,250 hours during the prior year 

(Matos & Galinsky, 2014; Sigerman, 2003).  

Despite the positive direction of this law, time off is unpaid, which makes it 

difficult for many employees to take this benefit. Furthermore, smaller companies with 

fewer than fifty employees are exempt, leaving 40% of working American vulnerable to 
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discrimination and job loss if they are unable to balance personal life demands with an 

immediate return to work (Cabeza, Johnson, & Tyner, 2011; Matos & Galinsky, 2014). 

The Family Work Institute also found that one-fifth of employers were not in compliance 

with FMLA requirements (Matos & Galinsky, 2014). For example, of those companies 

who offered less than the required 12 weeks of maternity leave, about 50% provided six 

weeks, while 6% offered no time off at all (Matos & Galinsky, 2014). 

Spotlight on Sweden. Sweden provides an alternative example of a country that is 

making having it all seem more possible for both women and men. Social structures, such 

as subsidized preschool from 12 months on, serve to encourage women to stay in the 

workforce after the arrival of children, a fact reflected in the high employment rates of 

women across the country. In 2012, data indicated that 75.6% of women and 78.5% of 

men were employed in Sweden (Statistics Sweden, 2012). One of the ways that the 

country has encouraged gender equality is to not only pass laws promoting equality for 

women in the workplace but to encourage men to take a greater part in the domestic 

aspects of their family’s lives. Parental, rather than maternity, leave is thirteen months 

and affords parents a great deal of flexibility in that either parent can take this benefit and 

can choose to do so by the month, week, day, or hour (Bennhold, 2010; “Gender 

equality,” 2013). Though women are still more likely to take a longer leave, sixty 

nontransferable days are given specifically to each parent (“Gender equality,” 2013). The 

penalty for a father not taking a leave is a loss of one month of subsidy payments, a fact 

that has encouraged more men to participate (Bennhold, 2010). Despite opposition in the 

early stages of replacing maternity leave with parental leave in the 1970’s, the policies 

seem to have benefitted both men and women. One example of this is found in data that 
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indicates a positive correlation between women’s future earnings and the amount of 

paternity leave taken by her spouse (Bennhold, 2010). These changes have ushered in a 

redefinition of masculinity where what was once traditional is being actively questioned 

by both men and women (Rudberg & Nielsen, 2012).  

Outsourcing Child Care 

One of the issues that affects contemporary American families is that “we have 

never solved the basic problem that afflicts us all—who will help to raise the children?” 

(Jong, 2003, p. 561). Families with children must reconcile the dual demands of 

providing children with enough financial support while also “making sure children have 

the parental time and supervision they need to grow and prosper” (Bianchi, Robinson, 

Milkie, 2004, p. 40). 

Early on in the movement, feminists called for high-quality and widely available 

childcare for working mothers, a vision that to this day has not come to fruition. In 1972, 

the Child Development Act, a legislative plan to establish governmentally-funded, 

nationwide child care, was passed, but was vetoed by President Richard Nixon who felt 

that the measure “would undermine the strength of the nuclear family” (Sigerman, 2003, 

p. 589). As a result, “the United States offers less governmental support for child care 

than does any other industrialized nation” (Williams 2000, p. 49).  

High-quality and affordable care for children of working mothers, especially 

those that are poor, is lacking as many programs are underfunded and do not have 

adequate oversight (Rosenberg, 1992). Companies are also less likely to subsidize 

childcare, down from a mere 5% in 2008 to an even smaller 2% in 2014 (Matos & 

Galinsky, 2014). Though childcare costs vary from state to state, the average amounts 
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that families pay for care is high and continues to rise annually, a fact that may be linked 

to the increased number of working mothers who are staying home once they have 

children (Child Care Aware, 2013; DeSilver, 2014). The standard measure for affordable 

care used by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services is 10% of a family’s 

income, but in many states, this benchmark is regularly exceeded, especially for families 

headed by one parent or those with more than one child (Child Care Aware, 2013). Child 

care is one of the highest budget items for many families, surpassing food, rent, and 

college tuition costs in some states (Child Care Aware, 2013).  

In addition to being expensive, negative stereotypes about childcare persist which 

contribute to the guilt that many working mothers report feeling. Many childcare workers 

are underpaid, there is high turnover, and quality can differ widely between centers based 

on tuition rates (Williams 2000). Poor women have even less access and choice about 

where they will leave their children when they go to work. Many, especially single 

mothers, face the especially difficult challenge of having to combine work and 

childrearing without the resources to enroll their children in affordable and high-quality 

childcare, a dilemma that harkens back to the challenges faced by first-wave feminists 

(Banner, 1974; Ehrenreich, 1999). 

Division of Labor in the Home 

 Though women’s and men’s roles are still very much aligned with traditional 

responsibilities, they are converging more now then they ever have before (Parker & 

Wang, 2013). Research indicates that “younger cohorts espouse a desire for more 

egalitarianism in their relationships and hold more liberal attitudes about women, patterns 

that are especially pronounced among the better-educated” (Pew Research Center, 2009; 
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Stone, 2008, p. 8). Changing and more flexible gender roles and a desire for equality 

have led to more men becoming active in domestic tasks.  

Housework. On average, men in the United States are doing more housework 

than their male counterparts in the rest of the world, but despite their increased 

participation, women are still doing more (OECD Better Life Index, 2014). Married men 

today also spend more time on workdays doing household chores than married men did 

25 years ago (FWI, 2005). And married women are spending less time doing household 

chores—down from 3.3 hours in 1977 to 2.7 hours in 2002—on days when they are 

working, with the 42 minutes of chores made up by spouses (FWI, 2005). Since 1965, 

father’s time on household chores has doubled from approximately 4 hours per week to 

10 hours per week, while mothers time has decreased from 32 hours to 18 hours per week 

(Parker & Wang, 2013). Milkie, Raley, and Bianchi (2009) studied two samples of 

working parents who had children in preschool, where one group had two full-time 

employed parents and the other had parents with part-time or no employment. They 

found that women’s total workloads were still greater than men’s, but not as much as 

Hochschild (1989) had presented.     

Time with children. Due to delayed childbearing, especially for mothers who 

focus on reaching educational and career milestones first, smaller family sizes, and on 

average, higher per capita incomes, increasing numbers of parents are investing more 

time and money in their children’s upbringing. Bianchi, Robinson, and Milkie (2004) cite 

the influence of a “new type of fatherhood” where fathers are not only expected to, but 

also want to be involved in their children’s lives in a way that differs from their own 
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fathers. However, the research on the time that fathers devote to childcare is mixed and 

often contradictory.  

According to Parker and Wang (2013), fathers are spending more time than ever 

before taking care of their children, almost three times as much since 1965. Other data 

supports this increased involvement, with father’s time on childcare tasks rising from 1.8 

hours to 2.7 hours per workday (FWI, 2005). Nevertheless, women are still carrying more 

of the burden (Greenberger et al., 2013). Working fathers still spend about half the time 

that working mothers do with their children (an average of seven hours compared with 

fourteen hours per week, respectively) (Parker & Wang, 2013).  

Some research suggests that the time that mothers, both married and single, spend 

on childcare has not changed significantly since twenty-five years ago (FWI, 2005). 

Other data findings show contemporary mothers are spending as much time or more with 

their children today then their mothers did in the 1960s (Parker & Wang, 2013). 

Women’s sustained levels of attention to their children, when complemented by the 

growing amount of time spent by spouses or partners, means that children in couple 

families are actually receiving more combined attention from their parents today than 

children did 25 years ago (FWI, 2005).  

 Nevertheless, many parents feel that they are not spending enough time with their 

children due to work schedules (Parker & Wang, 2013). Bond and Galinsky (2011) found 

that 75% of employed parents responded that they felt that they did not have enough time 

with their children compared to 66% in 1992. In their survey of working parents, Parker 

and Wang (2013) found that about one-third of respondents felt that they were not 

spending enough time with their children, with fathers more likely to endorse this belief, 



	   76	  

a finding in line with the fact that fathers also tend to spend less time on childcare then 

mothers. About half of the working parents surveyed, both mothers and fathers, stated 

that they would rather be spending time with their children then working, a finding that 

supports men’s changing views of themselves as caretakers of their children (Parker & 

Wang, 2013).  

When considering executive women’s experiences, 57% of female respondents 

reported that they took on more responsibility for childcare arrangements, compared to 

1% of male executives (Galinsky et al., 2003). Furthermore, 94% of male executives 

relied on their spouses or partners, many of whom were not employed outside of the 

home, to take on greater responsibility for making childcare arrangements, whereas only 

20% of female executives could do the same (Galinsky et al., 2003). Among executives, 

most men’s spouses (77%) were the primary caregivers to their children at home, while 

the majority of women outsourced childcare (Galinsky et al., 2003).  

In light of the difficulties of raising children and working, family structures are at 

times being creatively rearranged to accommodate contemporary challenges. Some 

fathers are staying at home with children full-time while their female partners work 

(Greenberger et al., 2013; Livingston, 2014; Wang, Parker, & Taylor, 2013). The U. S. 

Census Bureau (2013b) reports that the number of stay-at-home fathers was 214,000 in 

2013, compared to 5.2 million stay-at-home mothers. But as a whole, father’s roles still 

have not changed significantly. Many dual-earner couples end up following “a neo-

traditional model—with a wife’s career and labor force participation taking a backseat to 

a husband’s career advancement, especially when children are young” (Bianchi, 

Robinson, & Milkie, 2004, p. 13). Though men have increased the time and effort they 
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put into housework and childcare, there is a “gender specialization” that still holds true in 

many families, with women still taking on the majority of domestic tasks (Bianchi, 

Robinson, & Milkie, 2004, p. 13). Furthermore, companies often assume that men have 

fewer domestic responsibilities than women, thus not offering or encouraging parental 

leaves, thereby reinforcing women’s domestic roles and disadvantaged status in the 

workplace (Cabeza, Johnson, & Tyner, 2011).  

Due to intense pressures at work, conflicting demands of the home, and the 

normative view of mothering as essential, “children continue to create important brakes 

on women’s desire and ability to embrace demanding careers, especially when children 

are young” (Bianchi, Robinson, & Milkie, 2004, p. 11). And maintaining a work-life 

balance gets increasingly difficult after the birth of a second child (Crittenden, 2001). 

This may be why many women are leaving work, citing family responsibilities as the 

cause, and are not eager to go back to previously hectic schedules, unless employers offer 

family-friendly policies (Miller & Alderman, 2014). 

Summary 

The literature reviewed highlights the progression of women’s struggles for 

equality and the many obstacles that still remain, especially for women who are trying to 

combine motherhood and working in a society that is not structured to support dual-

earner parents. The concept of “having it all” is shown to have emerged at a time when 

women were told that the world was purportedly equal and fully opened to them, while in 

reality, political, social and work structures have not changed significantly enough to 

reflect women’s new identities and responsibilities. Women today are trying to redefine 

themselves and their values regarding “having it all” in the midst of continued challenges.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHOD 

The purpose of this study was to explore how women define, understand, and 

apply the concept of “having it all” in their lives. Specifically the project examined how 

having children affected women’s careers and their positions in the workplace, how 

working mothers negotiated workplace politics and gender relations, and how women 

were balancing the dual responsibilities of work and family with their partners. Women 

were also asked about their identification with feminism and how this has influenced 

their choices and thinking about equality and the concept of having it all. The study asked 

women to reflect on the meaning of having it all, with a focus on the social, cultural, and 

historical context.  

Research Design 

A mixed method design was used to address the research question, and an 

internet-based survey was utilized to gather data. This design and approach made it 

possible to survey a wide cross section of the female population of varied demographics, 

including women who were geographically and professionally dispersed, thereby 

providing a more robust and representative data set. The addition of selected open-ended 

questions allowed the investigator to more deeply assess the meaning that women 

ascribed to the concept of “having it all” and related issues.  

Participants 

To be eligible for the study, participants had to be English-speaking, partnered 

women over the age of 18, with children under 12 years old, who had worked in the 

United States for some time both prior to and after having children. The survey was 
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anonymous and confidential. Though the anticipated sample size was 80-100 participants, 

757 individuals opened the survey, and 531 participants were included in the data 

analysis.  

Procedures 

In order to maximize the amount of data collected, participants were solicited via 

the internet through emails to personal and professional contacts, posts on social media 

including Facebook and web-based blogs, listservs of professional associations, and 

professional websites, including LinkedIn (Appendix A). An explanation of the nature of 

the study, participation criteria, and contact information of the researcher were provided 

in the solicitation message, as well as a link to the online survey. Participants were also 

asked to forward the link of the online survey to any personal and professional contacts 

that may have been eligible for the study.  

Enrollment in the study used a web-based survey (Qualtrics) that collected 

anonymous and confidential data. An overview of the study regarding the nature and 

intent of the research, criteria for participation, and instructions about next steps were 

provided (Appendix B), followed by a statement regarding the protections in place to 

safeguard the anonymity and confidentiality of participants (Appendix C). If individuals 

agreed to participate in the study, they were then directed to the survey questions (see 

Appendix D). At the completion of the survey, participants were debriefed, given 

information about the researcher’s contact information, and instructions regarding a raffle 

for a $75 gift card, if they wished to enter (Appendix E).   
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Data Collection 

A questionnaire designed for this specific project was used to obtain quantitative 

and qualitative data from participants using both forced-choice and open-ended narrative 

responses. The first four questions assessed participants’ eligibility criteria. This was 

followed by a demographic questionnaire that asked about participant’s age, marital 

and co-parenting status, geographical location, religiosity, political affiliation, sexual 

identity, social class, and race. Participants were then asked about their education and 

work histories and that of their partners to assess work-related responsibilities, 

workplace culture, stressors, job satisfaction, and opinions related to working. 

Participants were asked about their family structures, childcare arrangements, the 

division of labor between partners, family stressors and family-life satisfaction as 

these factors related to the concept of “having it all.” Questions designed to assess 

feminist identity and further explore the concept of “having it all” for participants were 

included.  

Though the majority of questions noted above were developed specifically for this 

project, the MacArthur Scale of Subjective Social Status was used to measure 

participants’ self-reported socio-economic status. This subjective measure gathers data 

using a pictorial representation of a “social ladder” where the top rung of the ladder 

represents the portion of the U.S. population that is “best off” in terms of money, 

education, and employment, while the bottom rung represents those that are “worst off.” 

Participants were asked to place an “X” on the rung that they felt best represented their 

social class in comparison to other people in the United States. 
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Instrument 

See Appendix D for full survey 

Data Storage 

Surveys were completed using Qualtrics, an online survey platform located at 

www.qualtrics.com. Participants’ responses were recorded and stored by Qualtrics and 

are available only to the researcher and her doctoral project committee. All collected data 

was anonymous, and no attempt was made to collect participants’ names, addresses, birth 

dates, or other identifying information. All data presented in papers or at future 

conferences will remain anonymous and confidential.  

Anonymous survey data and all related research materials will remain locked on 

the researcher’s password-protected computer for the required five-year period, then 

deleted. Data temporarily stored on Qualtrics was deleted after data analysis was 

completed. 

Debriefing of Participants 

 Participants were fully informed about the nature and purpose of the study prior to 

completing the survey. At the end of the survey, they were informed of how they could 

access study results after data analysis.  

Data Analysis 

Data obtained in this research study was analyzed for common themes. The 

researcher used the phenomenological approach to analyze survey results and formulate a 

theory about women’s lived experiences of having it all.  
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CHAPTER FOUR  

RESULTS 

The following chapter will provide a summary of the data findings obtained in 

this study. First, a review of demographic data is provided, followed by a presentation of 

the main study results organized by themes. Multiple-choice questions were analyzed by 

looking at answer frequencies, as well Chi square comparisons of selected data. Thematic 

analysis was used to identify themes present in free text responses.  

Demographic Results 

The study survey was shared on social media, via blogs and message boards, and 

through personal email and online contacts. In its first twenty-four hours, over 100 

completed responses were recorded. Over the course of three weeks until the study was 

closed, 757 interested participants opened the survey with 570 completing the 

questionnaire in its entirety. Lively and engaged follow-up conversations among the 

participants occurred in online forums, and several respondents also emailed the principal 

investigator in order to share their personal experiences and views on how the topic of 

“having it all” has significantly affected their lives. Many requested results upon 

completion of data analysis and were interested in continuing the conversation about this 

topic in the future.  

In total, 226 respondents were dropped from the data set. Of these, the majority of 

participants were either excluded automatically based on their answers or chose to drop 

out because they did not meet inclusion criteria. The remaining respondents were 

dropped because they partially completed the questionnaire. In order to be included in the 

analysis, participants had to respond to all the sections of the survey, except for the last 

two, “Feminist Identity” and/or “Having it All.” After final cuts were completed, 531 



	   83	  

response sets were analyzed. Table 1 below outlines the main demographic variables. 

Table 1 
 
Demographic Variables 
 
Variables n % 
Gender   
Female 531 100 
Age   
25-34 192 36 
35-44 302 57 
45+ 37 7 
Marital Status   
Divorced 7 1 
Domestic partnership 9 2 
Married 507 96 
Separated 4 >1 
Single, never married 4 >1 
Age at Marriage   
18-24 92 18 
25-30 274 54 
31-35 109 22 
36+ 32 6 
Number of Children   
1 248 47 
2 237 45 
3+ 46 9 
Age When Had First Child   
18-22 8 2 
23-27 71 13 
28-32 260 49 
33-37 155 29 
38-42 33 6 
43+ 4 >1 
Geographic Location*   
Northeast 246 46 
Midwest 57 11 
South 106 20 
West 122 23 
Residence   
Rural town 53 10 
Small suburb 88 17 
Large suburb 97 18 
City 293 55 
Actively Religious   
Yes 138 26 
No 393 74 
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Table 1 (Cont.) 

	  
*46 states represented in total 
 

Over half of the women (57%) were in the 35-44 age bracket, followed by 25-34 

year olds (36%), and 45 years and older (7%). Almost all were married (95%) while the 

Variables n % 
Political Affiliation   
Republican 32 6 
Democrat 368 69 
Independent 83 16 
Prefer not to say 31 6 
Other 17 3 
Sexual Identity   
Heterosexual 491 93 
Homosexual 5 <1 
Bisexual 29 6 
Prefer not to say 6 1 
Ethnicity   
White 470 89 
Asian/Pacific Islander 21 4 
Hispanic/Latina 15 3 
Black/African American 2 >1 
Native American/American 
Indian 2 >1 

Prefer not to say 6 1 
Other  15 3 
MacArthur Scale of  
Subjective Social Status   

1 (least well off) 1 >1 
2 --- --- 
3 10 2 
4 17 3 
5 48 9 
6 84 16 
7 172 32 
8 132 25 
9 55 10 
10 (most well off) 12 2 
Education   
Associate degree or less 22 4 
Bachelor’s degree 149 28 
Master’s degree 248 47 
Doctorate degree 111 21 
Other 1 >1 
Partner’s Education   
Associate degree or less 78 15 
Bachelor’s degree 203 38 
Master’s degree 166 31 
Doctorate degree 83 16 
Other 1 >1 
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remaining 5% were either in domestic partnerships, single, or no longer partnered with 

the co-parents of their children. The majority of women either had one child (47%) or 

two children (44%), while women with 3 or more children made up only 9% of the 

sample.  

Geographically, 46 states were represented in the dataset, with the highest 

concentration of respondents from New York (20%), Massachusetts (15%), Washington 

(8%), and California (6%). When considering regions of the United States, the majority 

of women (46%) were from the Northeast, followed by the West (23%), South (20%) and 

finally the Midwest (11%). Over half (55%) reported living in cities, followed by large 

suburbs (18%), small suburbs (17%) and the lowest percentage from rural towns (10%).  

Most women (74%) reported that they were not actively religious, while 26% 

stated that they were. Politically, most identified as Democrats (69%), followed by 

Independents (16%) and Republicans (6%). The majority (92%) identified as 

heterosexual. Bisexual women made up 5% of the sample, while less than 1% identified 

as homosexual. Most women identified as White (89%), followed by Asian/Pacific 

Islander (4%), and Hispanic or Latino (3%).  

The MacArthur Scale of Subjective Social Status was used to ascertain 

participants’ self-reported socio-economic status where the number “1” on the scale 

represented individuals who were the least well off and the number “10” represented the 

individuals who were the most well off. Most women saw themselves as upper middle to 

upper class, with the largest percentage (32%) selecting the number 7 on the scale, 

followed by the number 8 (25%), the number 6 (16%), and number 9 (10%). Working 

class women were underrepresented with only 5% of respondents choosing numbers 
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below the number “5” on the scale. 

The majority of participants were college-educated women, with well over half 

(68%) reporting a master’s or doctorate degree as their highest level of education. The 

second most common group was women who had earned a college bachelor’s degree 

(28%), while a small minority (4%) of the sample reported an associate degree or less.  

The participants’ partners were somewhat less educated. Though still representing half of 

the sample, partners were less likely to have master’s or doctorate degrees (47% of 

partners vs. 68% of participants) and more likely (15% of partners vs. 4% of participants) 

to have an associate degree or less. Nevertheless, most partners were at least college 

educated (38%) or went on to complete higher degrees.  

In summary, when considering the demographic distribution above, there was 

diversity in the dataset. Nevertheless, when assessing the identifiers that were most 

endorsed, the sample is predominantly White, heterosexual, highly educated, middle to 

upper class, married, non-religious women between the ages of 35-44, with most living in 

metropolitan areas and raising 1-2 children.  

Main Results 

Work  

 The following section provides an overview of participants’ employment status 

and the characteristics of either their current jobs or, for those currently unemployed, 

their most recent jobs. Variables such as the availability of family-friendly benefits, 

factors that influenced decisions to step out of careers, job satisfaction, stressors, and 

partners’ work status and job characteristics are reviewed. Finally, opinions on parenting 

and American work culture are presented.   
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Participants’ work status before and after children. Before having children, 

almost all of the women in the sample (97%) were working full-time. In the time 

immediately after childbirth, fewer women endorsed full-time status (58%) while those 

working part-time increased significantly (from 3% before children to 24% immediately 

after children). A chi-square test of independence revealed that as women in this sample 

had more children, they were more likely to work part-time, X2 (2, N = 531)=10.14, p < 

.006, and more likely to be unemployed, X2 (2, N = 531)=11.82, p < .003.  

Some women (18%) took an extended leave from their jobs or careers 

immediately after having their children, with half of them returning to work within a 

year. About one-fourth took 1-2 years away, 7% took between 2-3 years, and 14% took 

between 3-4 years. The longest leave reported was 9 years. In subsequent questions 

ascertaining this topic, more women endorsed stepping out, with the increase possibly 

due to the fact that they were not stepping out immediately after having their children. In 

total, one-third of the entire sample said they stepped out of their careers at some point, 

though most (24%) eventually returned to work while 9% remained unemployed.  

Currently employed participants. At the time of the survey, the vast majority 

(91%) of participants were employed, of which a minority (4%, n = 20) were self-

employed. Most currently employed participants endorsed full-time status (74%). Though 

still high, this number indicates a drop in full-time status for the entire sample since 

having children, while part-time status increased from 3% before children to 26% after 

children.  

Current job characteristics. A little over one-third of the sample (36%) reported 

that they were working in male-dominated fields, closely followed by women in female-
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dominated industries (35%). The remaining participants (29%) were employed in fields 

where both genders were equally represented.  

Of the respondents that were working forty hours or fewer (58%), 27% were 

spending between 36-40 hours per week at their jobs, with the majority indicating full-

time status, while only 4 of the 131 participants in this category worked part-time. Part-

time employees who put in less than 30 hours each week made up 18% of the sample, 

followed by 12% who were in the 30-35 hours per week bracket.  

Fewer than half of the sample (43%) worked more than 41 hours or more per 

week, with 10% indicating that they worked 46-50 hours, while a smaller number (6%) 

were putting in the longest time at work at 51 or more hours per week. The number of 

women working longer hours was higher in male-dominated fields than those in either 

female dominated or equally represented fields.  

Family-friendly benefits. The table below provides a breakdown of the 

percentage of women who endorsed family-friendly benefits at their current place of 

work. The benefits are listed in order from most widely available to least available for the 

women in this sample.   
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Table 2 
 
Family-Friendly Benefits Available to Currently Employed Women (n = 484) 
 
Benefit % Participants who had benefit  

Dependent care leave/FMLA 66%, n = 318 
Sick leave 62%, n = 300 
Maternity leave 60%, n = 290 
Flexible working hours 52%, n = 250 
Option to work from home/telecommuting 45%, n = 217 
Part-time 32%, n = 154 
Paternity leave 19%, n = 94 
Childcare benefits 17%, n = 84 
Emergency childcare 10%, n = 50 
Job sharing   4%, n = 19 
None of the above   2%, n = 10 
Other   8%, n = 40 
 

As is noted in Table 2 above, no single one benefit was offered to all currently 

working women in the sample. In several instances, benefits were available to over half 

of participants, while unavailable for the other group of working women. Of note is that 

only 60% of respondents had maternity leave available to them. Paternity leave was an 

even less common benefit for working parents, as were benefits pertaining to childcare.   

Eight percent of women who were asked about benefits in their current place of 

employment selected “Other” and shared both negative and positive experiences. One 

respondent noted that family-friendly benefits were available only to full-time 

employees, thereby excluding her. Another woman disclosed that although 

telecommuting was available, its’ use was discouraged by her employer. Another shared 

her dismay that maternity leave at her company was a mere three weeks. Positive 

experiences were also reported, including women who shared that their employers 

provided breastfeeding support, a family-friendly work atmosphere that included 

openness about discussing family concerns, and for one respondent, the unique option to 
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bring her baby to work. As noted previously, 4% of the sample also included women who 

identified as self-employed. Many of these women commented that one of the benefits of 

self-employment was being able to decide on their own what flexibility they needed to 

balance their work and home lives. 

Stepping out of careers after having children. Currently working women were 

asked whether they had ever taken an extended break from their careers after having 

children. Approximately one-fourth (27%, n = 130) of these women endorsed stepping 

out of their careers for some time before eventually returning and provided varying 

reasons for this decision. Women were able to choose multiple reasons that contributed to 

their decisions (see Table 3 below) 

Table 3 

Factors That Contributed to Currently Working Women Temporarily Stepping  
Out of Their Careers After Having Children Before Eventually Returning to Work (n = 
130) 
 
Factors  % Participants who endorsed factor 

Difficult to achieve home/life balance 55% (n = 72) 
Inadequate maternity leave 37% (n = 48) 
Having to work more than contracted hours and/or having to take 
work home 

15% (n = 19) 

Negative reaction of employer when home responsibilities required 
employee to take time off 

12% (n = 15) 
 

Expectation to not take vacation   2% (n = 3) 
None of the above 15% (n = 19) 
Other 31% (n = 40) 

 
Of the 40 women who chose to provide a free text explanation, the majority cited 

the high cost of childcare as a factor in their decision to not return to work, with many 

noting that childcare cost more than their take-home pay. Other themes included 

women’s goals of building a successful breastfeeding relationship with their babies, 

wanting to be more available to their children, and having high need or ill children that 
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required more intensive care. 

Job satisfaction. Women were asked about their level of satisfaction at their 

current jobs. The vast majority (83%) appeared to be happy with their current work 

environment, with almost half (41%) reporting that they were “satisfied,” 23% endorsing 

“somewhat satisfied,” and 19% stating that they were “very satisfied.”  Only 13% of 

women endorsed some level of dissatisfaction, with most (8%) saying that they were 

“somewhat satisfied” versus those that were “dissatisfied” (3%) and “very dissatisfied” 

(2%). The remaining 4% of women chose a neutral stance in relation to their current level 

of work satisfaction.  

Work-related stressors. The biggest work-related stressor for currently employed 

women was commuting (36%, n = 173), followed by inadequate maternity leave (29%, n 

= 139), long hours (28%, n = 135) and having too much responsibility at work (27%, n = 

130). Other endorsed stressors in order of frequency included a negative work 

culture/environment (21%, n = 104), insecurity related to job stability (20%, n = 97), lack 

of space and/or support for mothers who need to pump breast milk (13%, n = 61), 

unsupportive work environment (15%, n = 74), and discrimination (5%, n = 26). Some 

women did not endorse any of the work-related stressors noted above (14%, n = 69). 

Approximately 14% of women (n = 67) chose to outline their work-related 

stressors more fully using the free text option. By far, the theme that emerged as the 

biggest source of stress for the majority of these women was low or inadequate pay. A 

few women also reported a lack of advancement options in their positions and poor 

leadership as a source of stress. Women also experienced stress due to inherently difficult 

and exhausting jobs based on the nature of the work, as well as those that were 
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unfulfilling, lacked meaning, or were boring. Other themes included stress due to travel, 

unpredictable hours, inflexible schedules, a lack of benefits that did not allow for 

adequate balance between work and home responsibilities, and poor childcare options. 

Taking days off because of family-related issues. Women were asked if they 

were honest with their employers about having to take time off from work for family 

reasons or whether they typically used excuses not related to family life. The majority of 

women (78%) reported that they told their employers the truth about their absences being 

related to a family issue. Only a small percentage (5%) stated that they used another 

reason. The remaining women (17%) reported that they rarely took time off because 

another family member was primarily responsible for dealing with family issues. 

 Emotional consequences of work. Women were asked about their emotional and 

psychological conflicts related to work. The most common emotion reported was guilt 

(80%, n = 386), followed by not feeling successful at either work or home life (67%, n = 

322), not having enough energy for family because of work fatigue (62%, n = 299), not 

being in a good mood because of work (52%, n = 253), and being chronically 

overworked (33%, n = 162). A small minority (5%, n = 24) reported none of the above 

emotional stressors.  

When asked to compare stress levels between partners due to balancing work and 

home responsibilities, the majority of women (58%) noted that they experienced more 

stress, followed by over a third of respondents (34%) stating that stress levels were equal 

for both themselves and their partners. A small number (7%) reported that their partners 

experienced more stress while less than 1% (n = 3) reported no stress at all related to 

balancing work and home.  
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Currently unemployed participants. A small subsection of women (9%, n = 47) 

reported that they were not currently working. This group was split into women who 

were actively seeking employment (2%, n = 12) and those who were not (7%, n = 35). 

Nine percent cited medical and/or health issues as their reason for not currently working, 

while 6% reported that they had lost their previous jobs. Eleven percent (n = 5) chose to 

explain their reasons using the free text option and cited unique and varying qualifiers, 

including the cost of childcare, graduate school, having a special needs child, and moving 

to a different state because of a partner’s job. 

However, the vast majority of women (75%, n = 35) stated their nonworking 

status was based on a choice to stay home to raise their children. Interestingly, most of 

these women (63%, n = 22) reported that stay-at-home motherhood was not something 

that they had planned for before having children and 17% (n = 6) stated that they did not 

think about what they would do prior to having kids. Thus, the majority of women came 

to this decision in an unplanned way. Only 20% (n = 7) stated that stay-at-home 

motherhood was part of their life plan all along.  

Stay-at-home mothers were asked to describe the factors that contributed to their 

decisions to leave their jobs in order to become primary caretakers of their children. The 

most common reason mentioned was the high cost of childcare and lack of high quality 

options. The second most common factor was that women wanted to spend more time 

with their children, especially in their children’s early years, and were making a 

conscious choice to prioritize family over work. Other themes that negatively affected 

women’s desires or abilities to remain in the workforce included needing to take care of a 

high needs or ill child, prioritizing a husband’s career, the difficulties of balancing work 
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and family responsibilities, inflexible and unsupportive work environments, and job 

stress and dissatisfaction. 

Previous job characteristics. When asked about the gender representation in their 

previous jobs, most currently unemployed participants worked in equally gender 

represented fields (45%), followed by those in female dominated fields (32%) and male 

dominated fields (23%). This finding represents a reversal of the trend for women who 

were working at the time of the survey where most currently employed women reported 

employed in male dominated fields.  

Longer hours were common, with 32% of women reporting that they had 

regularly worked 41-45 hours, while 11% had worked 46-50 hours. Only 2% of women 

reported that they had worked more than 60 hours per week. In the other direction, 28% 

of women reported that they had worked less than 30 hours, 19% had worked 36-40 

hours, and 9% had worked 30-35 hours.  

Family-friendly benefits. The table below provides a breakdown of the 

percentage of women who endorsed family-friendly benefits at their previous place of 

work. The benefits are listed in order from most widely available to least available for the 

women in this sample.  
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Table 4 
 
Family-Friendly Benefits Available to Previously Employed Women Who Are Not 
Currently Working (n = 47) 
 
Benefit % Participants who had benefit  

Sick leave 53% (n = 25) 
Dependent care leave/FMLA 49% (n = 23) 
Maternity leave 49% (n = 23) 
Flexible working hours 30% (n = 14) 
Option to work from home/telecommuting 23% (n = 11) 
Part-time 23% (n = 11) 
Childcare benefits   9% (n = 4) 
Emergency childcare   9% (n = 4) 
Paternity leave   2% (n = 1) 
Job sharing None 
None of the above   9% (n = 4) 
Other   6% (n = 3) 

 
Again, no one benefit was widely available to all women and their families. A 

small number of women (n = 3) chose to provide additional details using the free text 

option. Two women were self-employed and cited work flexibility that they set 

themselves while one woman mentioned extended maternity leave as a benefit.  

Stepping out of previous careers after having children. Currently unemployed 

women (n = 47) were asked to select the reasons that contributed to their decisions to 

leave the workforce after having children. They were able to choose multiple options if 

more than one applied (see Table 5 below).  
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Table 5 
 
Factors That Contributed to Currently Unemployed Women Stepping Out of Their 
Careers After Having Children (n = 47) 
 
Factors  % Participants who endorsed factor 
Difficult to achieve home/life balance  26% (n = 26) 
Inadequate maternity leave  23% (n = 11) 
Having to work more than contracted hours and/or having to take 
work home 

 11% (n = 5) 

Negative reaction of employer when home responsibilities required 
employee to take time off 

 28% (n = 13) 
 

Expectation to not take vacation 11% (n = 5) 
None of the above 23% (n = 11) 
Other 21% (n = 10) 

 
The difficulty of achieving a home life balance was once again the most common 

reason endorsed by respondents. Of the 10 women who chose to provide a free text 

explanation, a variety of reasons emerged, with more than one respondent noting that a 

lack of family friendly benefits negatively affected their abilities to balance work and 

home. A few participants also noted commuting difficulties and family relocations as 

affecting their ability to remain in the workforce. Unique responses included job 

dissatisfaction, going to graduate school, and the inability to give less than what was 

needed at work, thus making it impossible to have adequate time at home.  

Previous job satisfaction. The majority of unemployed women (64%) reported 

some level of satisfaction at their previous jobs, with 30% stating that they were 

“satisfied,” and an equal number (17% for each category) reported that they were “very 

satisfied” or “somewhat satisfied.” For those who were dissatisfied at some level (28%), 

an equal proportion of women (11% for each category) reported that they were 

“somewhat dissatisfied” or “dissatisfied” with their previous jobs and 6% were “very 

dissatisfied.” Eight percent of women took a neutral stance about their previous job 
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satisfaction levels.   

Previous work-related stressors. The biggest work-related stressors for women’s 

previous jobs were equally split between commuting-related stress and negative work 

culture/environment (36%, n = 17 for each category). This was followed by an 

unsupportive work environment (32%, n = 15), long work hours (30%, n = 14), 

inadequate maternity leave (28%, n = 13), insecurity related to job stability (23%, n = 

11), lack of space and/or support for mothers who need to pump breast milk (21%, n = 

10), too much responsibility at work (19%, n = 9), and discrimination (4%, n = 2). Thirty 

percent (n = 14) of women denied the presence of the above work-stressors as a factor in 

their previous jobs. Only 2 of the women chose to outline their work-related stressors 

more fully using the free text option and included low pay and the stress inherent to 

starting a family business. 

Taking days off because of family-related issues at last job.  Women were asked 

about whether they were honest with their previous employers about taking time off from 

work because of family responsibilities or whether they typically used excuses not related 

to family life. The majority of women (64%) reported that they told their employers the 

truth about their absences with the smallest proportion of women (13%) reporting that 

they used reasons not related to family. Twenty-three percent of women stated that they 

rarely took time off from their previous jobs because another family member was 

primarily responsible for dealing with family issues. 

 Emotional consequences of work. Women most frequently reported guilt (81%) 

as a psychological conflict that they experienced when they were previously working. 

Other emotional consequences included not feeling successful at either work or home life 
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(72%), not having enough energy for family because of work fatigue (64%), not being in 

a good mood because of work (57%), and being chronically overworked (36%). Nine 

percent of women did not report any of the above stressors.  

Partners’ employment. The majority of the participants’ partners were working 

at the time of the survey (91%). The remaining partners were either not employed but 

looking for work (3%) or not employed and not looking for work (2%). Four percent of 

the participants chose the “Other” free text option, and explained that among other things, 

their partners were self-employed (n = 5), graduate students (n = 6), and stay-at-home 

fathers, some with part-time jobs on the side (n = 7).  

Partners’ job characteristics. Out of the partners who were currently employed, 

most (67%) worked in male-dominated fields, followed by those in fields where both 

genders were represented equally (25%), and lastly, those who were in female-dominated 

industries (8%). Most partners (29%) averaged between 41-45 hours at work, followed by 

24% spending 36-40 hours at work, and 21% working 46-50 hours per week. For those 

partners working even longer hours, 6% were at work 51-55 hours per week, 7% for 56-

60 hours, and 8% for 60 hours or more.  

When comparing employed participants and employed partners, the partners, on 

average, were working much longer hours. For example, only 15% of employed women 

worked 46 hours or more per week, whereas, almost half of their partners (42%) were 

regularly working those hours. A much lower number of partners were employed part-

time, with 6% working between 30-35 hours and 2% working less than 30 hours per 

week. This stands in contrast to female participants who were much more likely to work 

part-time than the partners in this sample (37% of women vs. 8% of partners working less 
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than 35 hours per week). 

Partner’s family-friendly benefits. Table 6 outlines the benefits that participants 

reported their partners were provided with at their place of employment. These are listed 

in order from most widely available to least available for employed partners in this 

sample.  

Table 6 
 
Family-Friendly Benefits Available to Employed Partners of Participants (n = 484) 
 
Benefit % Participants whose partners had benefit 

Sick leave 56% (n = 271) 
Dependent care leave/FMLA 51% (n = 249) 
Flexible working hours 44% (n = 211) 
Option to work from home/telecommuting 40% (n = 193) 
Paternity leave 32% (n = 156) 
Maternity leave 25% (n = 123) 
Childcare benefits 18% (n = 85) 
Emergency childcare   9% (n = 42) 
Part-time   8% (n = 40) 
Job sharing   1% (n = 7) 
None of the above 12% (n = 58) 
Other >1% (n = 4) 

 
It is important to note that the numbers above may not quite accurately reflect partners’ 

benefits as participants’ knowledge may have been incomplete. For example, it is 

possible that participants did not endorse maternity leave benefits as being available to 

their male partners because this particular benefit would not have been relevant to the 

family’s needs and therefore not discussed. If this was the case, the participant may have 

not endorsed it on the survey, but it is possible that the benefit was indeed available.  

 Stepping out of careers after having children. Participants were asked whether 

their partners had ever stepped out of their careers after having children. Only 9% (n = 

33) had stepped out for reasons that are outlined below in Table 7.  
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Table 7 

Factors That Contributed to Currently Employed Partners Stepping Out of Their Careers 
After Having Children (n = 33) 
 
Factors  % Participants who endorsed factor 

Difficult to achieve home/life balance 45% (n = 15) 
Inadequate maternity/paternity leave 30% (n = 10) 
Negative reaction of employer when home responsibilities required 
employee to take time off 

15% (n = 5) 
 

Having to work more than contracted hours and/or having to take 
work home 

  9% (n = 3) 

Expectation to not take vacation None 
None of the above None 
Other 12% (n = 4) 

 
The four participants who selected the free text option provided unique reasons for why 

their partners stepped out. These included a partner not wanting to work, a partner being 

conflicted about a career path that required on-call, unpredictable hours that made it 

difficult to be with family, and trouble finding a job after being laid off. One participant 

stated that her partner was able to step out without negatively affecting his long-term 

career trajectory, while she did not have that option.  

Opinions on parenting and American work culture. Both currently working 

and unemployed mothers were asked to share their opinions on topics related to 

combining work and family life within the framework of American work culture.  

Changes to participants’ professional goals after having children. Over half of 

women (58%, n = 308) shared that having children changed their professional goals. 

Approximately half of this subgroup, or about a quarter of the entire sample (n = 144) 

noted that the change was in the direction of less ambition while 13% (n = 40) stated that 

having children made them more ambitious at work. Twenty-three percent (n = 124) 

reported that their ambition remained the same after children, meaning that the change in 
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professional goals they endorsed was due to other factors.  

 Women were then asked to more specifically comment on how having children 

altered their professional goals. Though there were a large variety of reasons mentioned, 

a large proportion of participants noted that their priorities shifted after having children, 

where previous work goals became secondary to family life. For example, one woman 

commented, “I was previously more focused on career advancement, now I am more 

interested in flexibility and balance”; another participant stated, “I feel more inclined to 

focus on my children. This is not what I would have imagined 10 years ago”. Many 

women mentioned the desire to be happy: “I desire to work to live as opposed to live to 

work”; “I am more interested in flexibility and personal satisfaction in all areas of life 

than in job related status gained through advancement”; “[I’m] less concerned with being 

the best at work to more concerned with happiness”. Others mentioned the desire to be 

less stressed, “I decided I needed a job with less stress,” and to have a higher quality of 

life where work was just one part of a full life. One mother shared that after children, she 

finally had something to focus on that she found “more important than work.” She 

explained:  

My work is very meaningful, but I chose to dial back work ambitions so that I 
could be mentally present when I’m with my kid…I have the same amount of 
ambition, but my ambitions have changed. My main ambition is to be a balanced, 
happy, fulfilled, present person, who is a mother, then who is an attorney. 
 

Her words were similar to many other women’s expressed desires to be happier and more 

fulfilled, to be able to spend time with their families, with many putting their career 

second.  

In order to have more time and flexibility at home, many women chose work 

opportunities that required less travel, fewer hours, and shorter commutes, offered 
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schedules that more closely matched their children’s school hours, and were more stable, 

sometimes at the expense of their career advancement and/or personal fulfillment. 

Though many either did not comment about their feelings or made a conscious choice 

based on personal preference, some felt conflicted and torn between their children and 

their work. Their decisions were framed in “had to” language rather than using words that 

specified choice. Some noted that their status as mothers at times negatively affected their 

ability to remain competitive, as this woman shared: “I realized that I wasn’t able to 

compete, time or energy wise, with childless women and people with stay-at-home 

spouses.” Some participants felt that they were no longer perceived to be competent, 

reflected in the comment, “I feel I am not being taken as seriously as a professional”. 

Many mentioned the incompatibility of the demands of work and the demands of home. 

Some talked about putting their dreams on hold, “I consider myself extremely career 

driven, but since having a baby, I have put my career advancing goals on hold, and am 

settling for a stable/"safe" job,” while for others, the decision seemed to be less 

conflicted, “It put everything into perspective; I wanted to have stability rather than 

challenge”; “It wasn’t a decision I really struggled with”. 

A subset of women abandoned and/or redefined goals that they had set for 

themselves prior to childbearing due to financial barriers and the logistical challenges 

inherent to balancing work and family, including pursuing advanced educational degrees, 

work promotions, and aspirations to run their own businesses. Some of their comments 

imply a sense of disappointment and having to settle for something undesirable, as 

reflected in the following comments: “I would have gone back to school to pursue a more 

meaningful career [but I] can't afford it (time or money) with kids”; “[motherhood] 
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totally derailed a professional life”. For some, career changes were made in response to 

the workforce, including for one mother, discrimination that forced her to alter her career 

goals:  

When I had my first child and became a mother, I was suddenly no longer up for a 
promotion. So while I originally thought I would climb the corporate ladder 
within the corporate world, I couldn't. To climb and make the salary I was worth, 
I had to step out on my own, start my own company, and be an outside consultant. 
 
Other participants spoke to delaying their career goals versus abandoning them 

completely, noting that they would “get to the big time a little later.” Some spoke to a 

desire to spend more time with their children, with one woman commenting, “I realized 

that if I wanted to spend the amount of time that I wanted to with my children, my career 

would have to slow down,” while others realized once they were parenting that there 

were inherent limitations to how quickly they could achieve previous goals, coming to 

the realization that they “could not achieve goals on the timeline(s)… previously set”.  

There were several women who seemed to view the change in their professional 

goals as a positive experience that led them to pursue more meaningful and creative 

work, expressed in the following comments: “My work must be meaningful. It has to 

justify putting them [children] in day care and it has to leave the world better as my 

obligation to them”; “I stopped worrying about obtaining tenure and started focusing on 

whether my research was making a difference.” Becoming a mother brought some 

women a sense of awareness that they did not have before, with one woman noting, “I 

focused my professional career on work issues for mothers. I wouldn't have been aware 

of this need if I hadn't had kids.” Women often weighed the pros and cons, noting that the 

required realignment of professional goals was not always easy, but for some, “well 

worth it.”  
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Finally, there was a subset of women who spoke about becoming more driven and 

motivated in their careers after children. Some reported that they wanted to increase their 

earning potential and long-term ability to support their expanded families, whether or not 

this provided personal satisfaction. Others spoke to a clearer career vision and drive, 

“Things seem more obtainable at work, I see myself moving up the ladder,” a deeper 

appreciation for their careers, “Made me appreciate my job more and want to challenge 

myself and grow there, and increase my value as a professional,” wanting to model 

success to their children, “I see my career as an example for my daughter,” while others 

seemed spurred on by the knowledge that motherhood was an additional challenge that 

required them to be even more dedicated, “I got more serious about my professional 

goals, because I knew I'd have to fight harder for them.”   

 Changes to partners’ professional goals after having children. Only 28% (n = 

149) of participants reported that their partner’s professional goals changed after having 

children. This number is significantly lower than that reported for the participants 

themselves (58%, n = 308). Of the 149 respondents who stated that their partner’s goals 

had changed, almost half reported that their partner’s ambitions had stayed the same. 

Thirty-four percent (n = 50) reported that their partners had more ambition while 17% (n 

= 26) said their partner’s had less ambition.  

 Participants were asked to comment on how having children changed their 

partners’ professional goals. The most frequently endorsed change was related to partners 

seeking a more balanced life than they had before children in order to spend more time 

with their families. Participants noted that their partners had sought jobs with less travel, 

had passed up promotions that would have led to longer hours and more work 
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responsibilities, and had sought jobs with flexibility in scheduling. One participants 

comment exemplifies many of the others in this subgroup: “He is more committed to 

being a real presence in his children’s lives. Professional ambition [was] displaced by 

ambition to have a fulfilling relationship with children.” A number of partners had 

become stay-at-home parents after the transition to parenthood, with some stepping out 

temporarily to have this experience while others became full-time parents on a more 

permanent basis.  

The second most common theme was partners who felt increased pressure to 

provide for their families by seeking higher paying positions and advancement 

opportunities. These partners were said to have become “more serious” about their 

careers, “much more driven to make as much money as possible,” and “driven to succeed 

in a lucrative field” with “less concern about loving a job” and more about providing for 

the family. Similarly, some participants stated that their partners were also more focused 

on jobs that provided greater stability and benefits such as a pension, medical plan, and 

family-friendly benefits, even if, in some cases, the job itself was boring or unfulfilling.   

Finally, some participants noted that their partners had decided to change careers, 

with some going back to school and others pursuing new jobs. Others stated that 

parenthood had limited their partners’ opportunities, which included having to cut back at 

work because of a child’s illness and being unable to pursue a career change as planned 

because of the possible instability inherent to such a transition.  

Women in leadership positions. Participants were asked to share their opinions 

on why so few women are in leadership positions in the United States. By far, the most 

common reason endorsed by almost all of the respondents (83%, n = 443) was that most 



	   106	  

workplaces do not provide adequate family-friendly policies that support working 

families, including mothers. A little over half of women (58%, n = 306) also felt that 

women are less likely than men to put their work first and their children second. 

Discrimination was cited as a factor by almost half of the sample (49%, n = 259). A large 

proportion of women (41%, n = 220) also felt that having children negatively affects 

women’s commitment and/or ability to balance work and home responsibilities. Only 2 

women (1%) believed that women were not working as hard as men.  

 Some participants (11%, n = 57) elected to share their insights on why there was a 

dearth of female leaders in the American workforce by using the free text option. There 

were a large number of themes that emerged. One of these was that work culture is 

traditionally masculine, requires complete and primary commitment as well as long hours 

that are not conducive to family life, operates on the assumption that an employee has a 

partner who is available to deal with domestic concerns, and by definition is not friendly 

or supportive of women, who have traditionally been assumed to be primary caretakers of 

their children and the home.  

A few women noted that male leaders often have the support of stay-at-home 

spouses, a relationship structure that is much less likely to be a reality for female 

employees with male partners. Others noted that the realities of pregnancy, giving birth, 

taking time away for maternity leave, and having to meet the physical needs of their 

infants through breastfeeding put women at a disadvantage to their male colleagues, 

which as one participant stated, “may irreparably damage or change career options.”   

In addition to traditions in the workplace, some respondents noted the lack of 

structural, political, and societal support for working couples that are trying to balance 
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the responsibilities of work and home. Identified barriers included a lack of family-

friendly benefits, such as, paid maternity and paternity leave, free childcare, and support 

for breastfeeding mothers in the workplace. The pay gap for women was also identified 

as an issue by several women, captured by one participant’s comment when she 

observed, “because men generally make more money than women, if one parent is to cut 

back on work, it makes financial sense for that to be the woman.” In other words, less 

priority is given to the female partner’s career because she is likely to make less than her 

male spouse.  

Unequal perceptions based on gender emerged as another significant theme. Some 

respondents felt that women are often unfairly perceived as less competent and 

committed at work once they bear children, an effect that they felt did not occur when 

male colleagues became fathers. Others noted that discrimination and gender bias plays a 

role in hiring habits and preferences for who gets promoted. One woman captured this 

sentiment in stating, “Men count women out once they start families…I feel a million 

times more discriminated against as a mother than I ever felt as a woman.”  

However, there was also a large proportion of women who commented that 

women’s priorities do change after having children, translating to less interest and 

ambition in work and a choice to not actively pursue leadership positions, whether this 

was previously planned or not. Some participants commented that many women see the 

hours and “all-in commitment” required in leadership jobs as “undesirable.” One woman 

commented that, “leadership is still often defined in masculine terms. If those aren’t 

appealing, then who’d want to lead?” In other words, leadership jobs are not based on 

female experience, thereby becoming less appealing to women who do not want to fit 
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themselves to a male work mold. However, most women in this subcategory did not 

blame the workplace, but rather stated that motherhood became more important than 

pursuing career success and represented a consciously made choice, rather than one 

arrived at due to an external obstacle.  

Some women felt that women are not socialized to be leaders. They noted that 

women are often raised to be collaborative and nurturing, qualities, which as one 

respondent stated, “brings great benefit to the workplace but doesn’t necessarily get 

valued as a reason for promotion.” Another noted that, “women are encouraged not to 

lead or be abrasive,” while another observed, “Strong women are considered 

bitches/abrasive even when and especially when competent. Women are not seen as 

leaders. Men talk over women. Women don’t get and take credit for their work like men.”  

Other participants commented on cultural gendered expectations that assume 

women and men will take on traditional gender roles after starting a family. This 

translates to a belief within many organizations and even on the political and societal 

level that women will be the primary caregivers while men will be the providers. As one 

participant succinctly stated, “Women are expected to put their children first and their 

careers second” while another said, “Women and men have different expectations on 

them; men are expected to provide for the family and therefore are given more power.”  

Another theme that emerged was the unequal distribution of domestic labor 

between dual earner couples, making it difficult for women to prioritize their careers 

when they are managing the majority of the childcare and housework with their job 

responsibilities. One respondent noted, “Men are not expected to play an equal part in 

home life, therefore placing that burden squarely on the mother.” Others noted that it is 
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not yet considered normative for men to do more than their female partners at home. 

Furthermore, some thought that women are also more likely to take time off to deal with 

things like their children’s sick days.  

Stress of balancing work and family. Participants were asked to select as many 

reasons as they felt contributed to the stress of balancing work and home for dual earner 

couples. These are outlined in Table 8 below.  

Table 8 
 
Contributors to Stress of Balancing Work and Home for Dual Earner Couples (N = 531)  
 
Contributors to stress % Participants who endorsed contributor 

Cost of daycare 83% (n = 441) 
Despite also working, women do more of the housework and 
childcare 

75% (n = 397) 

School schedules that do not match work schedules 74% (n = 393) 
Long hours 70% (n = 371) 
Inflexible schedules 68% (n = 361) 
Unequal pay 48% (n = 252) 
Double standards about gender appropriate work behaviors 44% (n = 231) 

Stigmas about family issues negatively affecting work 
performance/competence 

41% (n = 219) 

Women have to work harder than men for the same rewards 40% (n = 210) 

Discrimination/sexism/inequality 35% (n = 184) 
None of the above >1% (n = 2) 
Other 6% (n = 30) 
 
A large proportion of respondents endorsed almost every contributing factor, with the 

high cost of daycare emerging as the most significant source of stress for working 

parents. Well over half of the sample reported that the unequal gendered distribution of 

domestic labor between couples, school schedules that do not match work schedules, long 

hours, and inflexible work schedules were the main sources of stress for families where 

both parents work and are also trying to manage home responsibilities.  

 Thirty participants chose to comment more extensively using the free text option. 
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A common theme was the negative effect of cultural expectations regarding gender roles 

which “forces men and women into uneven roles,” where “women will be available for 

home issues,” and “male husbands/partners expect women to do far more of the 

domestic/childcare work.” Similarly, participants observed that men suffer because of 

these expectations as well. One woman noted, “Men are rarely given or expected to take 

leave when kids are born. Unfair and detrimental to mother, father, and baby. Stressful 

for working dad to miss out.” Another stated that her workplace was more respectful of 

her time at home, while her husband, who was caring for their infant two days a week, 

was expected to be more available and responsive to work demands during his days off. 

  Another theme was the intensity of a demanding workplace culture. One 

participant noted, “Work can be its own machine, driving life right out of the picture,” 

while another remarked, “Career and family are both full time work with conflicting 

demands.” In addition to stressful work environments, intense parenting practices, school 

schedules, and children’s activities that require parental involvement but are scheduled 

during regular working hours were also noted to be contributors to family stress. As one 

participant noted, the “system is MADE for two parent, one staying at home, families.” 

These conflicting demands and stressors then contribute to a sense of “inadequacy” and 

not feeling “optimal” at either work or home.  

Some participants also criticized the lack of structural and political support for 

working families like those found in other countries that encourage women to stay in the 

workforce. One participant noted that, “American culture does not revolve around 

families.” Others commented that high quality part-time work that leads to professional 

advancement opportunities is also rarely available.  



	   111	  

Perceived benefits of women’s participation in the workforce. To ascertain 

opinions on the benefits of women’s participation in the workforce, participants were 

asked to fill in the blank in the statement, “It is good for __________ when women 

work.” Participants were able to select as many completion items as they felt were true.  

Almost all (86%, n = 459) felt that society benefited from women’s participation in the 

workforce, followed by women themselves (77%, n = 408), families (68%, n = 360), men 

(64%, n = 341), children (63%, n = 335), and marriages (61%, n = 323). Only 3% of the 

sample (n = 16) felt that women working was not good for any of the above reasons.  

 Most important characteristics of the workplace. Participants were asked to rank 

order the characteristics they felt were the most important to them in a workplace. Job 

satisfaction was rated as the most important for over half of the sample, with 58% (n = 

306) of the respondents placing it in the first position. Second were family-friendly 

policies and flexibility endorsed by 35% (n = 187) as a primary concern (and secondary 

for 49%, n = 260 of the sample). Very few participants placed great importance on high 

pay, with only 7% (n = 38) ranking it first. The vast majority of the sample (70%, n = 

371) felt that high pay was least important compared to job satisfaction and family-

friendly policies and flexibility.  

 Changing workplace culture for dual-earner families. Participants were asked to 

comment on how they would change work culture to help families in which both partners 

are employed. These findings are presented in Table 9 below in order of most frequently 

endorsed to least.  
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Table 9 
 
Participants’ Opinions on How to Change Workplace Culture to Help Dual Earner 
Couples with Families 
 
Identified themes  % Participants who endorsed theme 

Greater flexibility in the workplace 58% (n = 307) 
Paid and extended parental leave 22% (n = 119) 
Higher-quality, affordable, and readily available, convenient 
childcare options 

21% (n = 109) 

Less judgment and stigma for both working and nonworking 
mothers 

13% (n = 68) 

More equal gender roles, both at work and at home  7% (n = 39) 
Family-friendly benefits, not including childcare and parental 
leave (both listed separately above) 

 6% (n = 33) 

Better boundaries between work and home  5% (n = 28) 

 
Over half of the women surveyed wanted greater flexibility in the workplace. This 

was by far the theme that was endorsed most often. Participants reported the need for 

more flexible hours, less required face time at work, the option to telecommute, and a 

paradigm shift towards a more family-friendly work culture that would allow employees 

to better meet the needs of their families while also getting work done. Several 

participants called for “more focus on quality instead of quantity of hours worked,” 

where “working smarter” and performance outcomes were used to measure success rather 

than “long and inflexible hours.” Others also called for childcare, school, and work 

schedules to be better aligned.  

Another related theme included a desire for better boundaries between work and 

home where “work stays at work” and there is “less expectation of 24-7 connectivity.” A 

participant stated, “I just wish I could actually take vacation instead of having to respond 

to issues via email on my days off.” Women argued against the “expectation that 

productive workers stay late and skip lunch,” and instead, advocated for fewer early 

morning and late evening meetings, an end to weekend availability, and adjusted hours 
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with “more respect for efficiency.” One participant stated, “I would like to return to a 

time when business hours had meaning. The 24-hour business cycle does not add value to 

clients and has serious impacts on… professionals.” Many women also asked for shorter 

work weeks, “with reasonable time off to deal with being human (including kids).”  

Similarly, family-friendly benefits emerged as another important theme for 

participants. Among the benefits mentioned were health care, increased sick time, 

specifically allocated to employees who may need to take time off to care for sick 

children, and more vacation days to promote a better balance between work and family 

life. One participant noted, “We need vacation time and sick time that totals several 

weeks a year, and which all employees are legally REQUIRED to take each year,” while 

another stated that “men should feel free to take more time off.” Yet another commented, 

that there should be “less stigma” and “fear” about “taking time off.”  

 Women also frequently mentioned the need for higher quality, affordable, and 

readily available, convenient childcare options. Many proposed childcare subsidies, on-

site care, back-up care, as well as tax-supported, free childcare available to all. One 

participant observed, “Child care is the biggest issue when it comes to both parents 

working. It costs SO much and there's so much competition. This is a huge factor in how 

families can work out their schedules.” 

 A large proportion of participants advocated for paid and extended parental leave. 

Although some respondents specifically mentioned better maternity benefits for women, 

many wanted the United States, as one participant stated, “to join the rest of the 

industrialized world by offering every parent paid parental leave.” Another felt that “we 

are in the dark ages when it comes to supporting families in general in the workplace.” 



	   114	  

Participants hoped that parental leave, regardless of gender, would help “both parents to 

bond with their child,” and encourage men “to be a vital part of the family.” Furthermore, 

participants did not only want better leave policies, but the ability to transition back into 

the workforce after taking time off without consequence. One participant specifically 

hoped that companies would come to view leave as “an investment” that would help 

employers keep their best workers “by providing more leave and a clear path to transition 

back in.” Similarly, several women noted the need for “more support” during the 

transition back to work after having a child in terms of part-time work availability, 

breastfeeding space and support, and a shift in attitudes. As one woman hoped, it would 

be beneficial to “get away from the 'figure it out' mentality and provide support for 

parents of young kids.” 

 Similarly, a theme emerged around women asking for “less judgment” and 

“stigma” surrounding both working and non-working mothers. Some women specifically 

felt judged by “school staff,” “nonworking moms,” “childless coworkers,” and 

“supervisors.” However, most women voiced a wish for less social and cultural stigma in 

general attached to parenting.  One participant stated, “Alleviate the stigma of having 

child obligations. We all do it. We are contributing to the future of society. Make it ok.” 

Another wanted “acknowledgment that kids are a part of life.” Others asked for “more 

open conversations about family at work” where “motherhood is not automatically 

frowned upon” and child-related reasons for needing flexibility are “valid” and less 

negatively viewed. Some women wanted less judgment about putting family first, an 

understanding about the “demands” of parenting from employers and coworkers, and 

acceptance that working mothers are committed and productive, despite needing time off 
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to deal with snow and sick days, or other family-related concerns. One participant felt 

that if employers understood that “the period in our lives when we have young children is 

fleeting” and committed “to employees during that stressful time, workers will work 

harder, be more efficient and more loyal.” 

 Many women also wanted gender roles to be more equal, both at work and at 

home. These participants not only wanted men to more equally share responsibilities of 

the home, but for societal attitudes to shift so that men were recognized for their roles in 

childcare and less stigmatized at work for taking time off to deal with parenting issues. 

Women wanted gendered expectations to be reframed so that both men and women 

would be expected to equally take part in family life. Equality at work in terms of pay 

also arose as a theme.  

 Finally, there were a handful of women who felt unsure on how to answer this 

question. They cited reasons such as, “I don’t feel educated enough to answer this 

question,” “my situation is so unique I don’t think I can answer this question,” and “not 

sure there is anything we can change about the culture but try to show our daughter what 

hard work and determination will allow you to accomplish.” Others simply state, “I don’t 

know.” A small number of women felt that there was nothing to be done to change the 

system, noting that it “was fine,” “I don’t think work culture is really the problem,” and 

“it’s best if one parent is at home.”  

 Acting like a man in order to succeed. Participants were presented with the 

following statement: “In order to achieve high levels of success at work, one has to ‘act 

like a man.” They were then asked to mark their level of agreement, ranging from 

strongly agree to strongly disagree. Over half of the sample (55%, n = 290) agreed with 
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the statement at some level, with most endorsing “somewhat agree” (34%, n = 180), 

followed by “agree” (13%, n = 70) and “strongly agree” (8%, n = 40). Meanwhile, 31% 

(n = 165) disagreed at some level, with 13% (n = 71) stating that they “disagree,” 9% (n 

= 49) stating that they “somewhat disagree” and 9% (n = 45) choosing “strongly 

disagree.” The remaining 14% of participants opted to remain neutral.  

Motherhood 

 The following section provides a summary of women’s responses related to their 

roles as mothers. Specifically, the effect of transitioning to motherhood on the self, the 

importance of life roles after having children, opinions on women’s biology and 

socialization as related to caretaking, and stressors and unexpected obstacles are 

reviewed.  

Mothering and the self. Women were asked to describe if and how their sense of 

self changed after they had children. There were a wide array of answers given the nature 

of the question, but several themes arose. A large proportion of women described 

themselves as more fulfilled, happy, confident, “at peace,” and complete in their roles as 

mothers. They often described motherhood as bringing new meaning and a sense of 

“deeper purpose” to their lives. One participant noted, “I was shocked to discover just 

how strong a feeling of "wholeness" and purpose I felt the minute my daughter was 

born”, while another said, “It was an overwhelming feeling of what I was meant to do on 

this earth.”  

Motherhood also gave many women a strong feeling of confidence and sense of 

strength in their abilities. Comments such as, “I can do anything now”, and “It made me 

feel more empowered and confident about being able to take on any challenge and excel 
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at it!” are indicative of these sentiments. Some women also described feeling “bolder” 

about speaking up for themselves, and becoming “less tolerant” of negativity in both their 

personal and professional lives. Other positive descriptors, among many, of the benefits 

to self gleaned from mothering included increased curiosity, joy, pride, flexibility, 

introspective thinking, ability to forgive, compassion, calmness, and sense of power, 

among others.  

Some women talked about a larger, existential shift of being “transformed,” 

wanting to make “the world a better, more just place” and having more empathy for 

fellow human beings, especially other parents. Women felt that their perspectives of 

“doing good in the world” were broadened, and some “felt more connected to both the 

local neighborhood and the world at large.” Several women found themselves seeking 

“highly meaningful” work and having the desire to be their best selves in terms of health, 

happiness and career as a positive example to their children. 

Several women described motherhood as a learning experience that forced them 

to reorganize priorities, figure out who they really were, and decide on what was most 

important. One participant shared, “[mothering] pushed me off my center and forced a re-

identification”, while another experienced a “complete and total existential reprocessing” 

that “changed me forever and I love it.” Women shared that they had “learned so much… 

and continue to learn each day.” Some noted that motherhood “put things into better 

perspective… what is truly important in life.” For many, the number one priority had 

shifted from self and career to children and family while others were still trying to figure 

out how to balance competing priorities of their past and present selves, evident in one 

woman’s experience: “My sense of self became less clear, as my focus moved away from 
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the things I had put my energies into before.”  

Though some participants felt that the transition to motherhood had “vulcanized” 

and “expanded” their true selves, for others, the story was much more complicated. Many 

shared conflicting emotions and experiences. At times the outcomes were positive, 

evident in one woman’s assertion that motherhood “left me feeling unmoored at first, but 

I have grown into my identity as a mother and embraced the characteristics it has brought 

me in both my personal and professional life.” For others, the shift was quite seismic and 

“earth-shattering”: “It completely turned me upside down. Nearly six years later, I'm still 

sorting out the concept of ‘self’ and what it means as a parent who works.”  

Several women noted that the question was difficult to answer because their 

experience was “complex” and “constantly evolving.” Many women described the 

complicated nature of parenting using competing adjectives, such as feeling both “proud” 

and “resentful”; “happy” and yet “tired”; feeling more “grounded” but also “suffocated 

with responsibility”; as well as having “more purpose” but also “more stress.” One 

mother shared, “I feel I have greater capacity for all things - love, work, patience - yet 

still often feel stretched and tired.” Guilt was also identified as a negative emotion that 

existed alongside the satisfaction that came from mothering.  

Others expressed negative feelings surrounding the transition to motherhood, 

especially in their children’s early years. Some felt that they had lost parts of themselves, 

perhaps irrevocably, while others knew this was temporary and made a conscious effort 

to take time for themselves. One woman joked, “Who am I again?” Some felt “shocked” 

and “consumed” by the changes that came after having children and how “detrimental” 

and “challenging” parenting could be for the self. One mother noted, it “felt like a mid 
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life crisis”, while another shared that she felt “erased as a person” and “annoyed” when 

she was “identified as a mother FIRST” rather than as a woman. Women shared the 

presence of negative feelings, including insecurity, anxiety, self-consciousness, 

inadequacy, and feeling less whole and “less interesting” due to the time limitations of 

parenting, working, and having to put the needs of others ahead of their own.  

In relation to their professional lives, motherhood had divergent effects. Some 

women described work as helping them to regain and add balance to their sense of self. A 

small number felt “resentful” about having to work and felt a preference to be with their 

children full-time. Another subset of women felt that motherhood had a negative effect 

on their “professional worth,” confidence at work, ability to travel, sense of 

independence, community and network connections, and belief in the possibility of 

workplace equality.  

A small subset of women noted that motherhood had not really changed their 

sense of self. They remarked that being a mother was just one aspect of who they were, 

additional to, but not necessarily changing the self that was there before. Others denied a 

change at all, while some were not sure if and how they were changed. 

Motherhood as a life role. Over half of the women survey (65%, n = 344) 

reported that they had always aspired to become mothers. The vast majority (85%, n = 

452) also said that after having children, motherhood became more important than their 

work. Out of these 452 women, over half (66%, n = 297) had expected this shift to occur 

prior to having children.  

 Participants were asked to rank order the following roles in order of importance: 

Employee, Wife, and Mother. The majority of participants (81%, n = 429) chose 
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“Mother” as their most important life role, followed by “Wife” (17%, n = 90). The 

“Employee” identity was least often chosen first, with only 2% (n = 12) marking it as 

most important, 18% (n = 94) marking it second, and 80% (n = 425) placing it in third 

place.  

 Mothers as nurturers. When asked if they thought women were “naturally 

better” at taking care of children, most of the women (62%, n = 329) responded no. The 

202 women who responded yes were then asked to select all the reasons they thought 

made women “naturally better” at childcare. Seventy percent of this subgroup (n = 142) 

agreed with the notion that women are biologically programmed to be more sensitive and 

nurturing to children, while almost the same number (70%, n = 141) endorsed the idea 

that women are socialized into nurturing roles and motherhood.  

Twenty-two percent (n = 45) chose the “Other” option in order to explain their 

thoughts in their own words. A few admitted that some men can be more nurturing to 

their children than female partners, and that “not all” women are naturally more sensitive 

to their children’s needs. Some participants felt that women are raised in a culture that 

normalizes their caretaking role, whereas men face suspicion as potential sexual deviants 

if they have too much of an interest in children and childcare. 

A handful of participants noted that women have more experience and time to 

practice parenting skills. Furthermore, women are socialized to believe that they will be 

good caretakers, whereas men get the negative message that they are not as nurturing or 

capable with children, which can lead to them to abdicate responsibility to women.  

The majority of women who commented in this section maintained that women 

and men are different and provided a multiplicity of reasons. Some felt that the design of 
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the female body, female hormones, and the process of pregnancy, birth, and nursing 

made women better equipped in caretaking. Furthermore, leave policies and social 

structures that assume a female caregiver (i.e., changing tables in women’s bathrooms but 

not men’s bathrooms) support women’s bonding and caretaking capabilities. Other ideas 

that were shared included the notion that women are more interested, focused on, and 

willing to prioritize children, more proactive in teaching and guiding young kids, as well 

as more intuitive, responsive, and better at multitasking and planning.  

 Stressors and obstacles in the early years. Most women (66%, n = 351) 

described the early years with children as “more difficult than expected.” Twenty-seven 

percent (n = 141) stated that this time was “just as expected” while only 7% (n = 39) said 

it was “easier than expected.” Over half of the respondents (51%, n = 271) described re-

entry to work after having children as being difficult to some degree, with most (30%, n 

= 158) endorsing “somewhat difficult,” followed by “difficult” (15%, n = 79) and lastly, 

“very difficult” (6%, n = 34). On the other side of the spectrum, 36% (n = 190) felt that 

re-entry was easy to some degree, with most describing it as “somewhat easy (22%, n = 

115), followed by easy (10%, n = 53) and very easy (4%, n = 22). Thirteen percent of 

respondents (n = 70) chose to remain neutral on this subject.  

The three biggest unanticipated obstacles during the preschool years endorsed by 

over half of the sample were feeling overwhelmed (77%, n = 406), fatigue (75%, n = 

399) and guilt (54%, n = 285). Other obstacles included social isolation (45%, n = 238), 

the cost of childcare (43%, n = 226), partners not sharing in the care of children and/or 

domestic tasks equally (29%, n = 156), postpartum depression (21%, n = 113), and lastly, 

unsupportive workplaces (16%, n = 86). Two percent of respondents (n = 8) did not 
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endorse any of the above obstacles.  

 Sixty-three participants (12%) opted to more fully describe the unexpected 

obstacles they experienced during their children’s early years using the free text option. 

The most common was having a high needs or ill child that required additional time, 

attention, and/or medical care. Participants also mentioned unexpected changes to their 

marriages in communication and level of conflict, not having enough family support, 

finding themselves wanting more time for themselves, and needing to make changes to 

lifestyles, routines, and expectations. Some women also talked about the emotional “pain 

and grief” of separating from their child in order to go back to work, the challenges of 

finding good childcare, the difficulties of breastfeeding and pumping, and the effect of 

child spacing and number of children. Some individually unique concerns that emerged 

included a partner’s deployment, mental health challenges, not feeling fulfilled, an 

increase in housework, financial worries, and school schedules not matching work 

schedules. 

Child and Family Responsibilities 

 The following section reviews women’s survey responses pertaining to child and 

family responsibilities. The section begins with an overview of childcare usage, including 

type of care, cost, and number of children enrolled, followed by a summary of how 

participants and partners divide childcare tasks and housework. Family-related stressors 

and home life satisfaction are also reported.  

Childcare statistics. Over three-fourths of participants (80%, n = 427) utilized 

childcare of some kind. In order from most commonly used to least, these were daycare 

centers (41%, n = 215), nannies (22%, n = 117), afterschool programs (20%, n = 108), 
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family members (17%, n = 92), and home daycares (12%, n = 61). Five percent of 

participants (n = 28) checked “other” and explained that they used a variety of childcare 

options, including au pairs, nanny-shares, preschools, babysitters, camps, after school 

activities, and friends. As one mother noted, “it takes a village.”  

 Most women (55%, n = 235) required care for one child, followed by 2 children 

(32%, n = 171), 3 children (4%, n = 17) and 4 children (>1%, n = 4). The combined cost 

of childcare per year ranged from those paying less than $5,000 (13%, n = 57) to those 

spending more than $35,000 per year (10%, n = 44). Most women fell into the $10,000-

$14,999 category (21%, n = 88), followed by $15,000-$19,999 (17%, n = 72), $5,000-

$9,999 (17%, n = 71), $20,000-$24,999 (11%, n = 45), $25,000-$29,999 (8%, n = 32), 

and $30,000-$34,999 (4%, n = 18).  

 Couples’ division of caretaking tasks. Participants were asked to specify who 

was primarily responsible for a variety of child-related tasks in their homes, ranging from 

meal preparation to arranging doctor’s appointments to staying home with their children 

when they were sick. The results are outlined in the Table 10 below.  
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Table 10 
 
Responsibility for Caretaking Tasks (N = 531) 
 

  
The data shows that mothers in this sample were primarily responsible for the 

majority of child-related caretaking tasks, with the exception of five tasks that were more 

likely to be shared between couples. No single task emerged for which partners were 

 Participant Partner Equal 
responsibility 

Hired 
helper 

Family 
member N/A 

Meal prep 60% 18% 20% 2% >1% >1% 

Feeding child(ren) 55% 6% 37% 2% >1% >1% 

Dressing child(ren) 55% 7% 34% 2% >1% 2% 

Bringing child(ren) 
to daycare/school 39% 20% 24% 2% 2% 14% 

Picking child(ren) 
up from 
daycare/school 

48% 13% 20% 4% 2% 13% 

Taking time off 
from work when 
child is sick or 
school is closed 

50% 9%    33% 2% 2% 5% 

Arranging 
playdates/activities 80% 3% 12% >1% >1% 4% 

Bringing child(ren) 
to 
playdates/activities 

60% 4%    27% 4% >1% 5% 

Helping with 
homework 22% 3% 23% >1% >1% 51% 

Meeting with 
teachers 30% 1%    39% --- --- 29% 

Filling out child-
related forms 82% 1% 12% --- --- 5% 

Making doctor's and 
other appointments 
for child(ren) 

90% 2% 8% --- --- >1% 

Bathing child(ren) 40% 14%  43% 1% >1% 1% 

Putting child(ren) to 
bed 37% 9%     54% --- >1% >1% 

Leisure activities 
with child(ren) (such 
as reading books, 
playing, etc.) 

23% 5%  72% >1% >1% --- 
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taking primary responsibility more frequently than participants.  

Participants were most likely to be responsible for administrative tasks related to 

their children, such as making doctor’s and other appointments, filling out forms, and 

arranging play dates and activities. More than half of the sample was also primarily 

responsible for preparing meals for children, feeding them, and dressing them. Half of 

surveyed participants were also taking time off of work to stay home with sick children in 

lieu of their partners.  

Partners were rarely primarily responsible for any of the child-related tasks 

ascertained in this survey. The highest proportion of partners taking primary 

responsibility for any single task was 20% of partners who took children to daycare 

and/or school. However, even for this particular task, a higher proportion of women 

(39%) had primary responsibility.  

There were a number of tasks where couples were more likely to share equal 

responsibility, rather than one partner or another being the primary caretaker. The biggest 

shared task between couples was leisure activities with children (72%). This was 

followed by, putting children to bed, bathing children, meeting with teachers, and helping 

with homework.  

Housework. Most women surveyed (56%, n = 298) indicated that their 

households did not utilize hired helpers, such as a cleaning service, to assist with 

housework. Over half of the sample (55%, n = 290) was spending more time on 

housework compared to their partners (10%, n = 53). Thirty-four percent of couples (n = 

178) were spending an equal amount of time on housework each week. Ten participants 

(2%) used the free text option to explain the division of labor in their homes more 
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specifically, with most noting that the workload varied from week to week. 

Family-related stressors and home life satisfaction. The vast majority of 

participants reported that overall, they were satisfied to some degree with their home and 

family lives (87%, n = 461), with most endorsing “satisfied” (43%, n = 230), followed by 

“somewhat satisfied” (23%, n = 121) and “very satisfied” (21%, n = 110). The small 

percentage of participants who were reporting dissatisfaction (10%) were split into those 

who were “somewhat dissatisfied” (7%, n = 35), “dissatisfied” (2%, n = 12) and “very 

dissatisfied” (>1%, n = 2). Four percent of surveyed women (n = 21) chose to remain 

neutral in response to this question.  

 The biggest family-life stressor identified by almost all participants (86%, n = 

455) was not having enough time. More than half (64%, n = 339) also reported stress 

related to parenting and financial strain (55%, n = 291) as significant sources of strain. 

Negotiating with partners was also identified as a stressor by almost half of participants 

(43%, n = 229). Very few respondents (2%, n = 11) denied the presence of the above 

stressors in their lives.  

 Twenty-three participants (4%) opted to provide more details about the specific 

sources of stress affecting their family life satisfaction. The most commonly cited stressor 

was fatigue and lack of sleep, followed by not having enough one-on-one time with a 

partner. Other sources of stress included caring for elderly parents, doing household 

maintenance and repair tasks, time requirements related to children’s educations, living 

far from the support of relatives, and not being able to stay home full-time due to 

financial reasons.   
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Feminist Identity 

 The following section summarizes participants’ opinions about feminism, 

including how they define the term, how it has influenced them as individuals, and how 

their views have shifted since the transition to motherhood. Participant’s thoughts on 

gender equality, feminism’s generational divide, and women’s identification with 

feminism are also presented.  

Defining feminism. Perhaps not surprisingly, the most common word associated 

with feminism was “equality.” However, women used it in different ways. The largest 

proportion of respondents defined feminism as a “belief,” “philosophy,” or “feeling” that 

women and men should have equal opportunities, rights, and obligations “in every 

sphere,” including “a professional and personal context” and that “neither sex is 

inherently better than the other.” Some women also described feminism as an “awareness 

of the inequalities in our society.” Also expressed was the idea that feminism implied 

“care and consideration for all” and that “all people are inherently worthy of equal rights 

and respect due only to their humanity.” One participant commented, “My feminism is 

rooted in human rights. All humans must have access to resources to progressively 

improve their lives.” 

 Another theme that emerged was a belief in equality, but respecting the 

differences between women and men. Some in this group noted that “striving for fair 

treatment of both genders” with “consideration given to biological differences” was how 

they defined the goals of the feminist movement. Women argued that sometimes the 

“needs of women may be different from the needs of men” and that these “unique” 

characteristics between genders should not interfere with equal treatment in society.  
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 There was also a sizeable number of participants who believed that in order to be 

a feminist, one had to actively advocate for women’s rights, whether by being 

“outspoken” in a public context or by taking action through “political means” to 

“crusade,” “fight,” and “work for change.” Other active descriptors included “pushing,” 

“standing up for,” “promoting,” “striving,” “combating obstacles,” and “doing anti-sexist 

work.” Some women specifically discussed challenging “the patriarchy” in their 

definitions captured by this comment: “Feminism is an all-inclusive, intersectional 

ideology that challenges the status-quo of patriarchy in order to bring about freedom from 

a contrived correlation between sex, gender and societal worth.” 

A subgroup of participants specifically identified feminism as a movement that 

questions “bias,” “stereotypes” and “gender norms.” Some argued that gender was a 

“construct” and that “gender identity must go beyond the binary.” A few women noted 

that people should not feel pressured “to conform to specific gender roles” and that “sex 

and gender should not be the determining factor’s of a person’s fate, nor should 

determine expectations.” One participant shared that, according to feminism, “women (of 

all backgrounds) can and should be able to do anything men do, and men can and should 

be able to do anything women do.” 

 In the same vein, a sizeable number of participants defined feminism in relation to 

freedom and choice. Women argued against social constraints that limit mobility and 

options and for the “freedom to choose how to live one’s life.” Participants expressed 

beliefs that “all people—women and men—should be able to live a successful life 

according to how they define success,” “make the best decisions for themselves,” and 

“pursue their dreams” in a society that allows them individual freedom and support. 
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A few women also noted that feminism allowed for an independence from male support.   

 Another theme that emerged equated feminism with valuing the feminine, 

including the nurturing aspects traditionally associated with the female gender. Women 

saw feminism as a “celebration of women,” valuing “their contributions” “strengths,” and 

“unique perspectives.” They also argued that feminism was a sisterhood, where women 

supported other women. This was in contrast to a small number of participants who 

believed that feminism was rooted in a denial of femininity “in order to conform to a 

man’s world.”  

 There were a few women who expressed wariness in identifying with feminism 

even though they believed in gender equality. They described the word “feminism” as “a 

bit extremist,” “negative,” and “a loaded term.” Because of these negative connotations, 

some participants did not like to apply it to themselves, as communicated by one 

participant: “I shy away from the term, as it often carries "angry" connotations.” 

 Some of these negative feelings were also directly expressed by a small number 

of women who defined feminism as “anti-men,” “ball-busting,” and tipping “the balance 

in favor of one gender over the other” with “women only think[ing] of women.” One 

participant noted that feminism today is “Women fighting for special privileges that men 

do not have.” Another described feminism as “sticking [one’s] nose in other people’s 

lives.”   

 There were also several women that were unsure how to define feminism. One 

participant remarked, “I had a hard time answering the questions on feminism, precisely 

because I don't know how I would define it anymore.” Perhaps this was due to the 

multiplicity of possibilities. As one participant remarked, “This is tough.  There are so 
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many definitions of feminism.”   

Influence of feminism. Seventy-one percent (n = 377) of surveyed mothers 

admitted that feminism influenced them when they were growing up. A fairly equal 

proportion of women endorsed being feminists at different stages of their lives: in college 

(65%, n = 344), before having children (65%, n = 343), and after children (61%, n = 

325). Seventeen percent of women (n = 89) chose “none of the above” stages.  

Sixty women (11%) chose the “Other” option in response to this question and 

defined other life stages and reasons why feminism was a presence in their lives. Women 

most commonly identified themselves as feminists “from birth,” “always,” and “as long 

as I can remember.” The second most common response was women who explained that 

they believed in equality but found the feminist label too limiting and/or negative. Some 

noted that they “mostly” agreed with feminist tenets but certain aspects, such as those 

based on “morality” or not respecting the differences between men and women, led them 

to disavow the label. Finally, women identified other life stages, including never, in high 

school, before college, and especially after kids.  

Changing views on feminism after motherhood. Most women (56%, n = 295) 

maintained their views on feminism after they became mothers. Nevertheless, almost half 

of the sample reported a shift in their opinions. The most common change was an 

increased awareness due to “first-hand” experiences of inequality, discrimination, 

“double standards” and “difficulties” faced by working mothers. One participant asserted, 

“I was a feminist before I had my son. Now I’d say I’m a raging feminist” while others 

noted, “my understanding of the pressure on women became more than theoretical,” “I 

was made more aware of the disparities mothers face in the typical workplace” and “I had 
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no real understanding of [gender and family based discrimination] until I myself was 

pregnant and felt all of the injustice and discrimination personally.  It was truly 

enraging.” 

Women talked about realizing “how different life is for moms and dads,” “how 

little support and rights women had as mothers,” and the discrimination women regularly 

experience, sometimes from other women. As one participant poignantly noted,  “It 

seems the only people who really love mothers are their children. Not government, not 

corporations - not even other mothers.”  However, several participants shared that 

because of their new personal understanding of discrimination and bias, they felt 

“connected to other women,” had “more respect for working moms,” and were motivated 

to change the world for future generations in solidarity with other women.  

Some women also noted that they came to realize that men and women have 

unique experiences and challenges inherent to trying to balance work and family that 

begin with the physical fact of pregnancy and continue through breastfeeding. As a result, 

the “choices” (or lack of) that women face are different from men’s, and “having a child 

is a liability for a working woman in the employer’s eyes” while the same is not true for 

men.   

 The difficulties inherent to combining work and family due to women’s “second 

shift” was mentioned by multiple women as a factor that increased their awareness 

regarding barriers to gender equality. Women shared that combining motherhood and 

working was “harder than expected” with several mentioning fatigue and strain inherent 

to the endeavor. A large number of participants commented that they became more 

specifically aware of unequal gender role expectations and “discouraged about the 
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realistic nature of equal parenting.” They commented that “women do more and are held 

to a greater standard” with many realizing that the goal of “having it all” is unrealistic. 

Some expressed disappointment and anger at being “set up” to believe that “having it all” 

was possible only to come to the realization that “there’s no way to excel at both.” And a 

few commented that they became “less feminist” as a result.  

Some women noted that their version of feminism became more inclusive and 

personally defined. A handful of participants said that they “no longer thought traditional 

stay-at-home roles were non-feminist” and “less empowered” with several making the 

sometimes personally unexpected choice to prioritize their families over their careers. 

Others realized that feminism has to advocate for both working mothers and fathers as 

expressed in the following comment: “The work environment/culture needs to change to 

be supportive of FAMILIES, not just women.” Furthermore, some women argued for 

better family friendly policies to better support dual earner families.  

Another theme that emerged was the effect of children on women’s identification 

with feminism. Several women noted that they were raising their children with feminist 

ideals. Others held hopes for increased equality for their children’s generation and felt 

renewed interest in feminism in order to contribute to this goal. They noted that they now 

saw the world through their children’s eyes and that this contributed to their efforts to 

demonstrate and teach positive messages about women and to break down gender 

stereotypes.   

Equality has not been achieved. Almost all of the mothers surveyed (96%, n = 

507) believed that women had not yet achieved equality with men. These women were 

asked to identify the reasons they thought gender equality remained elusive. A wide 
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range of themes emerged as to why this was the case, but the one most often endorsed by 

far was that women are expected to do more, especially in terms of childrearing. As one 

participant stated, this is “by definition an unequal situation that perpetuates unequal 

balance of work.” Many noted that it is women who “still bear the brunt of the cost of 

having children—biological, social, financial, and personal.” Even though some had 

partners who were actively involved at home, many noted that “unbalanced marriages” 

were the norm, with working mothers “disproportionately responsible” for household 

tasks. Women shared that they were “exhausted,” “expected to do it all,” and felt like 

they “had two full time jobs.”  

Women also commented that “the default parent” is so often automatically 

assumed to be the woman, by partners, family, at work, and society. They shared that 

“mom jobs” like scheduling children’s appointments and liaising with school, still “go 

unquestioned.” At the same time, men are unfairly judged as “incompetent” parents, or 

on the other side of the spectrum, exceptional when they put in time at home with their 

children. Many women felt that “society does not recognize that women and men can 

both be parents and valued employees” and some argued that work life balance should 

not be a “woman’s issue” but a family one.  

Participants also identified the pervasiveness of gender-based societal 

expectations and stereotypes as significant contributors to inequality. A few felt that 

American culture is divided more than ever based on gender, observing the presence of 

“the pink and blue aisles” at toy stores, and “girls and boys getting the message that they 

can’t like the same things.” Others observed that “social systems” are divided on the 

assumption that mothers are primary caregivers. Evidence cited for this included the 
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“lack of diaper changing facilities” in men’s bathrooms as well as expectations that “only 

mom knows the answer” when it comes to child-related concerns. The lack of paternity 

and parental leaves were also identified as problematic in limiting both men’s and 

women’s roles and work life balance choices.  

Discrimination, sometimes “unconscious” and at times, “invisible,” as well as 

workplace inequality were brought up by a large number of women. Many cited specific 

examples of their personal experiences of not receiving “the same professional treatment” 

as male colleagues. One participant observed, “my boss never asks male attorneys to 

make copies” while another reported that, in her male dominated workplace, “women are 

talked down to and treated like admins” on “a daily basis.” Participants also noted that 

their male colleagues seemed to be afforded “more respect.” Another argued that 

“women are constantly being evaluated to determine if they really belong in the 

workplace, whereas it is presumed that men” do below. She explained: 

Even though women have access to more career choices than they did before… 
women are sidelined by "soft" prejudice…Women apologize for their team’s errors 
[while] men blame their team… men are interrupted far less frequently than women, 
women who are fashionable are not serious and women who are not fashionable don’t 
dress for the job they want.  
 

A significant number of women brought up leadership disparities where “top 

positions in most fields are dominated by men” as well as biases that favor male 

experience and behavior as significant factors that perpetuate inequality. One participant 

begrudgingly admitted that even she found herself “feeling a preference” for men’s 

resumes. Others noticed that men were often fast tracked for promotions while there was 

more hesitation with female candidates based on the perception of “unpredictable” work 

commitment in childbearing years. There were a handful of women who pointed out that 
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they felt this was true, and that women do indeed, prioritize children and “more often 

take a break from careers” than men.  

Some participants observed that for women to succeed at work, so often defined 

by traditional “male characteristics and behaviors,” they have to “play at the game as 

defined by men.” However, participants felt that the rules were unfair, because traits, 

such as being “assertive” as a male were seen as “aggressive” or “arrogant” in females. 

Furthermore, many participants noted that traditional feminine traits are often viewed as 

“inferior” in the work world, evident not only in the lower pay given to employees in 

traditionally female jobs, but the ways in which “women are penalized for becoming 

mothers in the workforce.” Several women shared the belief that family and “the 

importance of raising children” is not valued in American culture. Furthermore, there is a 

“stigma” attached to working mothers that working fathers do not have to contend with, 

in that mothers are perceived to “work less or have less passion.” One participant 

observed that because of the prevalence of the male perspective, feminine difference and 

identity is discouraged, giving the example that “lactation is a hush hush” word “like it’s 

a taboo.” Workplace policies, including a lack of parental leave, negative beliefs about 

women’s capacity to lead, and enduring patriarchy where “men control institutions of 

power and lack incentive to further equality” were also mentioned.  

The pay gap was another significant theme brought up by many participants. One 

participant shared that the proof for inequality was “evidenced by my paycheck, which is 

equal to that of a man with fewer years of experience in my field. ‘nuff said.” Another 

shared that her lower salary was the deciding factor in who became the primary caretaker 

in her family: “It was never really a choice who would take on the household needs. He 
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made more so it was defined for me. I think that happens to a lot of women.”  

The sexualization and violence against women, including workplace sexual 

harassment, were cited by several participants as factors contributing to inequality, 

especially for those in STEM fields. A participant shared that her “friend with a PhD in 

Physics gets sexually harassed every single day at work and her boss doesn't even get 

why that's a problem.” Another recounted her own experience of the double standards of 

gendered sexualized behavior at work: 

When I still have to accept my male boss' hand on my back as he's reading 
something over my shoulder--because my body isn't actually my body, I guess? I 
know there isn't equality. Because I would never touch his body without his 
permission/consent. 
 

These experiences speak to feeling some women had that “women are still valued as sex 

objects more than intellectual contributors.”  

Biological differences between men and women were raised by several 

participants as issues that do not get enough attention and therefore, perpetuate 

inequality. The argument that “there is nothing equal about pregnancy and birth” is 

further explained in one participant’s comment: 

There are unavoidable obstacles in regards to childrearing versus career—our 
bodies. We can't outsource the baby making, the nursing, and actual physical toll 
it has on us. Men are able to continue "full steam ahead" during pregnancy and 
infancy whereas a woman is forced to stop right in her tracks.  American society 
doesn't hold your spot for you. 
 

Because of these biological differences, some women argued for a change in language 

from “equality” to “fairness” as goals of the feminist movement. They wanted 

recognition that women are different, but that this difference does not have to limit 

opportunities. Others critiqued the focus on “sameness” and felt that it was not possible 

or advisable to “overcome” biology.  
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Other themes identified as highlighting gender inequality included the unequal 

and negative representation of women in the media, the lack of women leaders and 

decision-makers in politics, the challenge that has been launched against reproductive 

rights, and the position of men as “primary power-holders, decision-makers, taste-

makers, and agenda-setters.” As one participant noted, “Look around you. Who makes 

most of the decisions that influence women? Men.” Finally, as one participant noted, the 

evidence she saw was that “Well, we’re still doing surveys like this.” 

Identifying as a feminist. Over three-quarters of the sample (81%, n = 429) 

identified as feminists, but 19% (n = 101) eschewed the label. A Chi Square test, X2 (2, N 

= 530)=8.70, p < .003, revealed that women who reported being actively religious were 

less likely to consider themselves to be feminists. Women who were currently working 

were more likely to identify with the label, (2, N = 530)=5.09, p < .024, as were those 

who were more highly educated, (2, N = 530)=15.82, p < .003. Other selected factors, 

such as political affiliation or prioritizing motherhood over work, were not found to be 

interrelated with feminist identify for this sample.  

The most common reason why women did not want to identify themselves as 

feminists was because of the negative connotations associated with the term. Some of the 

associations linked to feminism included “bra-burning,” “ball busting” “debasing men,” 

being “angry at men” “radical,” “confrontational,” and “demanding.” Several women in 

this group clarified that they believed in equal rights, but they felt that “the term feminist 

is derogatory” and “associated with radical beliefs”, which do not take into account the 

multiplicity of female experiences.  

Several women, most of whom self-identified as believing in equal rights, felt that 
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they did not want to label themselves one way or the other for various reasons. One 

explained that to do so “creates an ‘us versus them’ scenario” and is “too divisive.” 

Others shared that they did not “know what this term means anymore” and “modern 

feminism is diluted and fails to address the real issues of inequality.” A couple of 

participants noted that there were “aspects” of the movement that they did not agree with 

and that “one size does not fit all.” Some women pointed out that they believed in 

equality for all and not just focused on women. Several said that they did not “like” labels 

and did not want to be “pigeonholed.”  Finally, a number of women noted that they felt in 

order to be feminist, they would have to be politically active or outspoken activists, 

which they were not, even if they privately held feminist viewpoints. 

Another group of women noted that they were more “traditional” and 

“conservative” about gender roles and motherhood. Viewpoints included that women 

“are different” from men, biologically, physically, and in terms of “body chemistry.” 

Some felt that feminism was not good for families while others believed that both women 

and men “make choices” and should not blame the system or seek “special privileges.” 

There was a small contingent of participants who had never felt personally discriminated 

against and/or believed that women had already achieved equality and were looking to 

“surpass” men. 

There was also a group of women that noted they were “too exhausted to argue 

for anything” and “too busy to worry about feminism right now.” One explained: 

I just don't feel as passionately about it as I did, and I don't know how to situate 
these conflicting feelings I have; I'm too immersed in the daily struggle of raising 
a family and working to care, to be honest. 
 

There was also some apathy in this subgroup, with some believing that “it is pointless,” 
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they “never think about it,” and “don’t care” or only care “if it’s right in my face as an 

obstacle.” Some women said “no reason” while a couple said they did not know why they 

were not feminists. 

Feminism’s generational divide. Over half of the women surveyed (67%, n = 

355) sensed a generational divide and/or tension between feminists now and those of past 

generations and were asked to explain their rationale for this assertion. The reason most 

frequently endorsed (61%, n = 217) was that young feminists today are hesitant to 

identify with the feminism of earlier generations because of negative stereotypes. Almost 

half (48%, n = 171) felt that young feminists today are also frustrated with older 

feminists' message that they should just work harder in order to achieve equality with 

men while 43% (n = 152) felt that older feminists do not understand the particular 

challenges women today are facing. Approximately a quarter of participants (24%, n = 

86) agreed with the notion that feminists now do not understand the sacrifices of their 

predecessors.  

Fifty-six participants (16%) chose to outline their personal thoughts using the free 

text option. The most common theme that emerged was a feeling on the part of surveyed 

women that younger feminists are more aware of the intersectionality of work and family. 

Many felt that this represented a “natural” evolution of goals in a markedly changed, but 

still unequal, society. Balance was mentioned as a new goal, outlined by one participant 

as follows:  

I think we face different issues. Previous generations had to fight for the right to 
work outside the home.  Now we can work outside the home - but it's tough 
figuring out what "success" means. 
 
The second most common viewpoint was a criticism of younger feminists’ “less 



	   140	  

defined goals.” Some women thought that the “conflict” of what feminism means has 

“cheapened” the movement and led to a definition that is “too broad.” One participant 

opined that younger feminists today “don't even know what they purportedly stand for” 

while another noted that younger feminists are not as critical or as aware of women’s 

history, thereby “doomed to repeat it.” The rhetoric of choice was criticized by some, but 

as one participant challenged, “isn’t having options a big part of the point?” Another 

shared her personal experience of feeling judged by older feminist colleagues who were 

“horrified” by her choice to pump and work part-time until her child was two years old. 

She noted, “I'm a little horrified that they're horrified.  I wish they could see that their 

hard work means that I am liberated - free to follow my instincts and also be a powerful 

lawyer.” 

In keeping with the choice theme, several participants identified the ways in 

which feminists today take a broader and more flexible approach. Some noted that, for 

younger feminists, having it all is “charting your own path” and about being able to stay 

at home or be a working professional. A few participants noted that younger feminists 

were “more multicultural,” “less hierarchical,” and have abandoned an “all or nothing 

attitude.” Others noted that younger feminists today value traditional femininity, 

including mothering, which stands in contrast to older feminists rejecting domesticity in 

favor of the workplace. Finally, women expressed a sense that younger feminists were 

more inclusive, not “anti-men,” and focused on equality for all, regardless of gender. As 

one woman said, “don't assume I can't speak up in a meeting because I am a woman, just 

as you shouldn't assume my husband can't change my kids' diapers!” 

A few women shared negative views about feminism in general, including the 
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viewpoint that feminists today are “female chauvinists” who are seeking “privilege” 

rather than equality. Others opined that the negative effects of feminism on families and 

having a choice not to work have turned some younger feminists away from the 

movement. One participant noted, “Raising a family is hard. I think some young women 

blame feminism for their own need to participate in the workforce. While opportunity to 

work is wonderful, it's not what works for every family.” Another noted that the 

“alienation” that younger feminists felt from their working parents has consequently 

made the younger generation prioritize family over work.  

Finally, a couple of participants felt that feminism was “misunderstood” as a 

“dirty word.” One shared, “so many women don't want to call themselves feminists, but 

they do want gender equality. It's unfortunate.” Another noted, “I think the approach to 

being a feminist has changed and younger people (because it's not just women) are 

intimidated by the previous message and actions.” 

Having It All 

 The following section presents women’s definitions of the phrase “having it all” 

and the ways in which the meaning of the term has shifted over time for them. 

Participants’ rankings of life goals are also presented.  

Defining “having it all.” When asked to define what the phrase, “having it all,” 

meant to all participants, a number of themes emerged. A significant proportion of 

women described “having it all” in somewhat traditional terms, meaning a fulfilling 

career, family and personal life, with balance, flexibility, and choice as common 

denominators in the equation. Others questioned the possibility of ever achieving “having 

it all” and critiqued the concept outright. Out of the women who previously self-
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identified as feminists (81%, n = 429), over half (65%, n = 276) reported that feminism 

informed their thoughts on “having it all.”  

For many, “having it all” implied “having a full and enjoyable family life and 

vocation” with equal opportunities, “some semblance of choice,” less guilt, and “enough 

sleep.” Many women focused on financial stability and the need for “plenty of money to 

make it all work.” They described workplaces that compensated women equally, offered 

flexibility “to really BE with… family” when home, “to not have… opportunities 

diminished because of family choices” and “to have enough resources” financially. Some 

described it as a feeling, “fulfillment,” “inner peace,” “contentment,” and being free of 

guilt. Others specifically described “having it all” as “being satisfied with whatever you 

currently have” and “content in all that you do.” Many felt that “being happy” was all 

that mattered while some also mentioned specific factors: love, health, security, 

flexibility, feeling supported, not having to make “major sacrifices,” especially time with 

children, and not being penalized at work for having children. Some felt that “having it 

all” also implied “keeping up with the Jones,” and described an upper class lifestyle.  

Another significant theme was women’s desire to have the freedom to define their 

own lives, in contrast to the version of “having it all” often portrayed in the media. One 

participant commented that her version of “having it all” was “having the freedom to 

choose how to balance my priorities according to my values.” Many agreed that, “having 

it all means having everything that I consider important NOT what society thinks is 

important.” This could include “a family, a career. It could mean none of these things.” 

What really mattered was “choices and opportunity.”  

For approximately one-sixth of participants, “having it all” was described as a 
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“stupid cliché” and a “fairytale lie.” Other descriptors included an outdated “illusion,” 

“out of touch with reality,” “impossible,” “unrealistic,” “a code for adult daydreaming,” a 

“gender-biased phrase” and “joke” that sets women up for failure, and a “myth designed 

to get women to blame [themselves] instead of the system” by keeping women “working 

so hard we can’t look at the bigger picture and band together.” Another said that ideally 

“it means thriving, but in practice, it means surviving.” Women felt that the phrase holds 

women up to “ridiculous standards” creating “angst and stress.” For one participant, it 

implied “an imaginary life that I fantasize about wherein I can pursue my dreams without 

compromising my family. Where time and possibilities are limitless and money is no 

issue.” Most women in this category described the reality of having to make difficult 

choices and “tradeoffs,” and if one is “lucky,” making choices that will bring them 

fulfillment. One participant voiced the opinion of several women that the phrase 

“assumes a baseline of privilege… and assumes that people want to buy what’s sold to 

them. I don’t want what’s being sold to me, though I don’t have an easy time seeing what 

my options are.”  

The changing definition of “having it all” over time. More than half of women 

surveyed (67%, n = 348) reported that their definitions of “having it all” had changed 

over their lifetimes. Prior to children, most participants described their version of “having 

it all” in more narrow terms, with many prioritizing career, money, accomplishments, 

material possessions, travel, hobbies, and “wanting to be superwoman” while believing it 

was possible. When they became mothers, definitions for many women broadened and 

became “more nuanced” to include personally defined success, with many prioritizing 

freedom, flexibility, options, support, happiness, family, and “peace of mind.” Often, 
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achievement and material orientations were replaced with concern about having enough 

balance and time. Women noted that the happiness they gleaned from their families and 

children often became more important than externally acquired goods, accolades, and 

positions of power at work.  

Women also described having more clarity about the sacrifices inherent to trying 

to combine a career with motherhood. Prior to children, many “never knew what was 

coming,” did not know that it would be so hard, that time would be such a precious 

commodity, that there were so many “logistical challenges… related to being a working 

mother,” and that there was so much worry, guilt, and “internal struggle” involved. Many 

came to see that life after having children was more “complicated” then they had 

previously imagined. They described having to realign priorities, goals, and make “some 

tough choices,” which was more difficult for some than others (“I can't believe I can't 

achieve my goals due to workload and stress”). Several noted giving up on “perfection” 

and “being the best at all things” and focusing more on being content with where they 

were in life.   

Others described coming to new realizations about what they wanted out of life, 

including wanting to both work and raise a family, or on the other hand, placing more 

importance on their children rather than a career. Some women also pointed out that, for 

them, “having it all” was a constantly evolving idea that changed with “new phases of 

life,” with some noting they did not want it all at the same time and “all at once.” Several 

participants reported that they realized that “having it all” was very difficult to achieve 

without supportive policies and social structures, with one participant commenting that, 

“traditional corporate culture is not conducive to any kind of family life.” Some noted 
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that they had not given up on their professional dreams, but had extended their timelines.  

Ranking life goals. Finally, women were asked to rank-order their life goals in 

order of personal importance. The majority of women (71%, n = 368) ranked “being a 

good parent” in first place, with only 5 women (1%) putting it in last place. “Having a 

good marriage” was most likely to be ranked second (60%, n = 313) with 27% of women 

(n = 144) reporting it as being their most important life goal. The least likely to be placed 

first was “having a successful career,” endorsed by only 9 women (2%) as most 

important. Eighty-seven percent of surveyed participants (n = 452) placed it last, and 

12% (n = 60) identified career as a secondary goal in their lives.   

Summary 

  For this group of mostly highly educated and professional women, motherhood 

was very transformative. Most identified their children and the life goal of being a good 

parent as primary in their lives. At the same time, most also continued to pursue work-

related goals, derived satisfaction from employment, and believed in its benefits, not only 

for themselves, but for society in general. However, the lack of social and structural 

supports in place for working parents and the stressors inherent to navigating the 

challenges of work and home for dual earner couples emerged as significant concerns. 

The high cost of childcare, lack of family-friendly benefits, unequal pay, long commutes, 

and not enough time to do it all were just some of the difficulties identified. Almost all 

participants endorsed feeling guilty in their efforts to balance work and home, were 

taking more responsibility for childcare and housework than their partners, and desired 

more flexibility. 

In the midst of these challenges, most women agreed that gender equality was not 
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yet a reality. Though the majority of women were influenced by feminism, identified as 

feminists, and, in their transition to motherhood, had maintained their feminist beliefs or 

felt even more personally aware of the need to strive for gender parity, there were also 

women who were reluctant to identify with the label because of negative connotations. 

Nevertheless, feminism was a common link for many women, especially for those who 

were highly educated and working. Equality, fairness, having the freedom to make 

choices, and not being limited by one's gender were just some of the ways that women 

were defining feminism in their lives. 

Likewise, “having it all” was a very personal concept. Though many 

mothers were striving for a satisfying career, family, and a personal life, flexibility, 

choice, balance, and happiness were often prioritized over perfection. At the same 

time, there were also a significant number of women who questioned and rejected the 

idea of “having it all,” calling the concept damaging, impossible, and “a myth” that sets 

women up for failure.   

The next chapter will discuss the meaning of these findings in relation to previous 

literature on each topic. Themes and hypotheses regarding women’s experiences related 

to mothering, working, feminism, and “having it all” are further explored. Study 

limitations, recommendations for future research, and clinical implications related to the 

findings are also presented. 	  
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CHAPTER FIVE  

DISCUSSION 

This study examined the concept of “having it all” in women’s lives. Specifically, 

the project assessed how motherhood affects women’s careers and positions in the 

workplace, how working mothers negotiate workplace politics and gender relations, and 

how women balance the dual responsibilities of work and family with their partners. 

Women were also asked to reflect on feminism, gender equality, and the concept of 

“having it all” in light of their careers and families. This chapter begins with an 

interpretation of the central findings of the study, followed by a discussion of its 

limitations. Recommendations for future research and clinical implications are also 

presented.  

Interpretation of Results 

The results of this study show that having children affects women’s lives and 

career trajectories in important ways. As mothers strived to reconcile previous and 

current identities, they also discussed the various difficulties inherent to combining 

parenting and work in the midst of social and structural challenges. Most participants 

identified as feminists and defined feminism and “having it all” in highly personal ways. 

Balance, flexibility, and individually defined happiness were often cited as important 

components of “having it all,” while others felt that the concept was a myth damaging to 

women.  

Hitting A Nerve 

 Perhaps one of the most striking aspects of this project was the intensity and 

volubility of women’s responses to the topic of “having it all.” The anticipated sample 
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size of this study was between 80 and 100 total participants, a goal that was reached in 

the first 24 hours of the survey going live. At the end of three weeks, 757 interested 

individuals had opened the survey. Others emailed to share that they were interested in 

the project and in seeing the results despite not meeting eligibility criteria. Women on 

social media and in online forums discussed the topic and shared it with friends and 

colleagues. Several participants also wrote follow-up emails to express gratitude for the 

topic being studied, offered to be available for follow-up research, sent book and article 

recommendations related to “having it all” that they had read and found interesting, and 

shared in-depth stories about their own unique experiences and challenges as mothers, 

partners, and professionals. Many echoed the sentiment of one participant who said, “all 

of this is something that I think about a lot.”  

 The impassioned narratives and high response rate of participants and non-

participants alike lends support to the timeliness and relevance of this topic for working 

mothers who are navigating the challenges of parenting and the workplace. The concept 

of “having it all” has been a source of tension and debate in our culture, and the women 

in this study similarly grappled with the issue. As one respondent noted, this area 

represents a “fertile topic” for professional women struggling to make it all work. 	  

Motherhood 

Many of the women in this study indicated that motherhood was a highly 

transformative life stage that brought a new sense of purpose, meaning, and fulfillment to 

their lives. Many conveyed that they felt empowered in their roles as mothers and used 

positive descriptors to talk about how mothering had changed them for the better. Women 

reported feeling bolder, stronger, more confident, happy, and deeply connected to their 
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communities. At the same time, motherhood was also described as challenging, ushered 

in ambivalent and competing emotions, and left many women struggling to find balance 

in the midst of fatigue, stress, anxiety, and feelings of inadequacy.  

Guilt was endorsed by almost all of the mothers as a common negative emotion 

linked to efforts to balance work and family life, a finding consistent with the literature 

on this topic that suggested that women are more likely than men to experience guilt as a 

result of work life conflict (FWI, 2005; Galinsky et al., 2003; Makers 2013). Though 

many women readily put themselves second and prioritized their children, others 

expressed a sense of loss, resentment, and uncertainty about how to fit their prior goals 

and new responsibilities together. This is in line with Stone’s (2008) arguments that, in 

the transition to motherhood, women often struggle to reconcile their former and current 

selves in the context of work and family. For some women, work helped them to regain a 

sense of self, but others expressed discontent about not having enough time with their 

children. These findings highlight the nuances and complexities of motherhood, and at 

times, challenge the idealized portrayal of mothering in the greater culture.  

Women’s capacity to parent. Essentialist notions of women’s roles as nurturers 

and caretakers in the domestic realm were discarded by most of the women in this group, 

but approximately one-third of the sample did believe that women were either 

biologically programmed for mothering or socialized into the role. Even for those that 

disagreed with women’s better capacity to parent, almost all endorsed feeling a great deal 

of guilt related to their own efforts to combine mothering and work. Previous research 

has suggested that culturally, motherhood is often considered a primary characteristic of 

womanhood, with children and caregiving expected to come first for women above all 
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other concerns (Banner, 1974; Crittenden, 2001; Friedan & Quindlen, 2001; Ireland, 

1993; May, 1995; Makers, 2013; Mitchell, 1966; Rose 2014; Williams, 2000). It was 

hypothesized that this strong cultural imperative may be playing some part in the high 

levels of guilt that so many working mothers endorsed, especially since more than half of 

women in this sample did not feel entirely successful at home and lacked energy for 

family due to work-related stress, all of which may be contributing to reported internal 

psychological conflict. Furthermore, indicative of enduring traditional roles at home, 

most women in this sample were still significantly more likely to take primary 

responsibility for caretaking and domestic labor than their partners. This finding is in line 

with previous research which highlights couples’ disproportionate responsibilities and 

women’s greater time and energy investment in parenting, despite men’s increasing 

participation (Families and Work Institute [FWI], 2005; Galinsky et al., 2003; 

Greenberger et al., 2013; Makers, 2013; OECD Better Life Index, 2014; Parker & Wang, 

2013; Schiebinger & Gilmartin, 2010; Williams, 2000).  

Prioritizing motherhood. Though not all women had aspired to be mothers, 

more than three-quarters admitted that motherhood had become more important to them 

than work. This finding is consistent with arguments that women are more likely to 

prioritize children, especially in their children’s early years, as well as research that 

indicates that educated and professional mothers are also more intensely involved in their 

children’s lives (Bianchi, Robinson, & Milkie, 2006; Crittenden, 2001; Slaughter, 2012; 

Williams, 2000). Indeed, most women, many of whom were highly educated 

professionals, identified their children and being a good parent as most important. Being 

a wife and having a good marriage was most often ranked second, while being an 
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employee and having a successful career were overwhelmingly ranked last in order of 

importance, with very few women placing work in first place. It is important to note, 

however, that previous research has found similar trends in men’s responses, whereby 

men also tend to rank family first, though at a slightly lower frequency than women 

(Patten & Parker, 2012).  

Nevertheless, women in this study did describe their partners as more likely to 

work longer hours and as being half as likely to change their professional goals due to 

having children. When professional goals did change, partners were described as 

significantly less likely to reduce work ambitions than participants themselves. However, 

it is important to put these trends into context, since less than a quarter of the entire 

sample of working mothers described themselves as having less ambition after children. 

Thus, the majority of women maintained their career ambitions. Furthermore, less than 

10% of participants described both themselves and their partners as being more ambitious 

after children, with partners perceived to be more ambitious at a slightly higher 

frequency. These findings are interesting in that they suggest not that women are less 

ambitious than their partners after having children, but that they are more likely to adjust 

their work lives in order to accommodate for family responsibilities.  

Work 

Though women seemed to be prioritizing mothering above careers, most returned 

back to work after having children. Demographically, women in this sample were 

representative of general trends in the country in having education levels that were higher 

than their partners (BLS, 2014b; Galinsky, Aumann, & Bond, 2011). And like educated 

mothers in the general population, women in this sample were more likely to return and 
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stay in the workforce after having children than their less educated counterparts (Negrea, 

2012).  

Benefits of work. Almost all participants expressed the belief that women’s 

participation in the workforce was beneficial to society and to women themselves. 

Though more than half also thought working was positive for families, men, children and 

marriages, there was a drop in almost 30 percentage points from women who said 

working was beneficial to society and those that felt it was beneficial to children. This 

may be indicative of increasing levels of ambivalence and is in line with previous 

research that suggests that, as a culture, Americans are still concerned about the negative 

effects of mothers working on marriages and children (Parker, 2012; Wang, Parker, & 

Taylor, 2013). Nevertheless, this group of women as a whole expressed less ambivalence 

and worry than those previously surveyed in other studies. The results presented here 

may also be related to the demographic distribution of the participants, where women 

were more likely to be highly educated, working themselves, of higher socioeconomic 

status, less religious, liberal, and feminist, factors that likely influence a more positive 

assessment of female workforce participation.  

Stressors related to work. The stressors that women reported due to their dual-

earner parent status may also have played a role in women’s lower levels of endorsement 

of the benefits of work on marriage and children. More than half of women reported that 

they did not have enough time, felt guilty, did not feel successful at either work or home, 

and were often not in a good mood because of work. Furthermore, a third indicated that 

they also felt chronically overworked. Over half of women reported feeling more stressed 

than their partners, while a third reported equal amounts of stress as their partners. Only 
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1% of the sample reported no stress from working. These challenges are common 

experiences reported in previous research that indicates that employees today, especially 

women and dual-earner couples, feel rushed (Parker, 2012), overworked (Bianchi, 

Robinson, Milkie, 2004; Galinsky, Bond, Kim, Backon, Brownfield, & Sakai, 2005), 

stressed (NPR, Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, & Harvard School of Public Health, 

2014), guilty (Makers, 2013), not successful at either work or home (Slaughter, 2014), 

they do not have enough time (Bond & Galinsky, 2011), and that balancing work and 

family is challenging (Galinsky et al., 2003). Previous research also suggests that women 

are more likely than men to experience work-life conflict (Hill, 2005; Parker, 2012). All 

of these factors represent sources of strain on marital and parent-child relationships, 

especially in the context of low levels of political, social, and cultural support, and may 

play a role in lower numbers of women endorsing work as beneficial to marriages and 

children. Furthermore, these tensions may reflect participants’ dawning awareness that 

the promise of “having it all” for women in dual earner partnerships is not quite what 

they may have expected it to be before having children, despite their relatively privileged 

socioeconomic positions and high education levels.  

Job satisfaction. Despite the pressures noted above, over three-quarters of 

working mothers reported some level of satisfaction from their careers. Job satisfaction 

was most often ranked as the most important characteristic of a workplace, followed by 

family-friendly policies and flexibility. In some respects, this finding is somewhat 

surprising, given the high number of women who wanted more flexibility in their own 

jobs and who cited a lack of family friendly benefits as negatively affecting women’s 

representation in leadership positions. But the data shows that women were seeking work 
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that was personally satisfying, and most were finding it. High pay was least often ranked 

as most important, a finding that is consistent with research that suggests women are less 

likely than men to value high pay and more likely to value flexible schedules (Parker & 

Wang, 2013). These trends in ranking high pay as least important also likely reflect the 

higher socioeconomic status of this sample where income is perhaps a less pressing 

concern.  

Work status. Though almost all women worked full-time before having children 

and three-quarters worked full-time after children, part-time status significantly increased 

when women became mothers. Interestingly, this finding closely mirrors the latest 

national statistics that indicate that 74% of women work full-time and 24% work part-

time (DOLWB, 2013). As women in this sample had more children, they were more 

likely to work part-time or to step out of their careers, consistent with Crittenden’s (2001) 

argument that work life balance is more difficult to achieve when dual-earner couples 

have more than one child. These findings also make sense in light of the challenges 

reported by women, including women’s disproportionate responsibility for caretaking and 

domestic tasks, the pay gap which translates to women often making less than their male 

partners, and the high cost of daycare for multiple children. As dual-earner couples 

grapple with the challenges of raising young children, it makes more sense for the partner 

who makes less money and is already primarily responsible for children to pull back if 

necessary, especially if quality childcare is out of reach. Furthermore, traditional 

parenting expectations, where the feminine ideal is the nurturing, loving mother and the 

masculine ideal is the hard-working provider, may also be playing a role.  
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In line with this argument, the trend to scale back on hours or step out of careers 

after childbirth was significantly less pronounced for the partners of the group. Indeed, 

partners were significantly more likely to work longer hours, especially upward of 46 

hours or more, and much less likely to be working part-time than participants, a finding 

in line with previous research on the differences between women’s and men’s work hours 

(OECD Better Life Index, 2014). Overall, longer leaves from work and fewer hours have 

previously been linked as contributing to the pay gap and lower lifetime pay for women 

(BLS, 2014b; Rosenberg, 1992). Furthermore, previous research and the findings in this 

survey are consistent in women being much more likely than their male partners to scale 

back at work in the early years of their children’s lives (Aveling, 2002; BLS, 2014b; 

Crittenden, 2001; Dicker, 2008; Galinsky, Aumann & Bond, 2011). Having the ability to 

scale back at work for the women in this sample may also reflect their overall higher 

socioeconomic status and resulting financial flexibility to reduce their household 

incomes, an option that may not necessarily be available to single mothers or families 

with lower incomes.   

Women may also be scaling back more because they reported experiencing more 

stress than their partners, a finding in line with previous research which has suggested 

that despite men’s longer hours, increasing participation in domestic life, and higher 

likelihood to work for employers that do not offer family-friendly benefits, men do not 

report as much conflict between their family and work lives (Hill, 2005; Parker, 2012). 

This disparity may be attributable to the fact that women in this study and in general are 

doing more work at home (Families and Work Institute [FWI], 2005; Galinsky et al., 

2003; Greenberger et al., 2013; Makers, 2013; Williams 2000), but also because men do 
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not face the same pressures to be ideal, available parents that women face (Rose, 2014). 

In other words, manhood is less likely to be conflated with fatherhood, whereas it has 

been argued that women do face these expectations (Banner, 1974; Crittenden, 2001; 

Friedan & Quindlen, 2001; Ireland, 1993; May, 1995; Makers, 2013; Mitchell, 1966; 

Rose 2014; Williams, 2000).  

Work characteristics. Interestingly, about a third of women and two-thirds of 

partners were working in male-dominated industries, which research indicated, often 

come with longer hours, fewer female mentors and leadership, and fewer family-friendly 

accommodations (Matos & Galinsky, 2014; Rosenberg, 1992). Traditionally, male-

dominated fields are especially likely to operate on the expectation that employees will 

be primarily devoted to work responsibilities because they have a partner who manages 

the children and home (Blair-Loy, 2003; Williams, 2000). Partners were much less likely 

to work in female dominated fields, which typically, though not always, offer more 

flexible and family-friendly benefits. These differences may account somewhat for 

partners’ longer hours, lower incidence of part-time work, and lower likelihood of taking 

an extended leave, though disparate gender norms governing caretaking and work 

behaviors, pay differences, and personal preferences may also have played a role.  

Currently employed women reported a slightly higher availability of benefits than 

both partners and unemployed women, including maternity leave and flexible working 

hours, though no one benefit was consistently available for any subgroup. Employed 

women were also more likely to report higher levels of satisfaction than their nonworking 

counterparts, and less likely to cite a negative work environment as a stressor. These 

factors, according to research, may be playing a significant role in keeping women at 
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work, as better benefits and flexibility have been correlated with more motivated, 

satisfied employees who are more likely to stay (Catalyst, 2003; Matos & Galinsky, 

2014; Sigerman, 2003). 

Stepping out of the workplace. Though approximately a third of the participants 

took an extended leave after children at some point in their careers, the majority 

eventually returned to work within a year or two, a finding that is consistent with other 

study data that shows women are often returning to work, despite briefly stepping out 

(BLS, 2014a; BLS, 2014b; Dicker, 2008; DOLWB, 2013; Stone, 2008). Stepping out is 

more likely when children are young and shifts somewhat depending on the ages of 

children, with women refocusing on work in greater numbers as their children get older 

(DOLWB, 2013; FWI, 2005). Because this survey focused on mothers with children 

under the age of 12 years old, women’s high incidence of prioritizing family life and 

desire for more balance and time with their children is consistent with this research.   

Partners were much less likely to step out, with less than 10% taking an extended 

leave at some point compared to one-third of women, though a minority of men were 

making the decision to become stay-at-home fathers. The reasons cited for men taking 

time off included wanting to have more flexibility, wives having higher salaries, or 

personal preference. Though this number of men was small, it is indicative of a growing 

trend reported in the literature whereby fathers are challenging traditional gender 

expectations and taking on responsibility as primary caretakers (Greenberger et al., 2013; 

Livingston, 2014; Wang, Parker, & Taylor, 2013). Nevertheless, the “gender 

specialization” referenced by Bianchi, Robinson, and Milkie (2004) held true in this 

sample, where women were still most likely to be primary caretakers to their children in 
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lieu of their partners (Families and Work Institute [FWI], 2005; Galinsky et al., 2003; 

Greenberger et al., 2013; Makers, 2013; Mason, Wolfinger & Goulden, 2013; OECD 

Better Life Index, 2014; Parker & Wang, 2013; Schiebinger & Gilmartin, 2010; 

Williams, 2000).  

For both participants and partners who stepped out, the two most common 

reported reasons for their decision, in order of significance, were the difficulty of 

achieving home/life balance and inadequate leave following childbirth, findings that 

highlight the difficulties that dual earner couples face after the birth of children and the 

need for companies to invest in better policies to help retain employees. As has been 

argued before, the “choice” to leave is often made in the context of bad options that 

challenge workers’ abilities to stay in during their children’s early years (Crittenden, 

2001; Stone, 2008; Williams, 2000).  

Stressors related to balancing work and family. When considering the entire 

sample, over three-quarters of the women surveyed cited the high cost of childcare as a 

significant factor that contributes to the stress of balancing work and family, followed 

closely by women’s disparate responsibilities for housework and childcare, school 

schedules that do not match work schedules, long hours, and workplace inflexibility. 

Almost half of women also cited unequal pay, double standards about gender appropriate 

work behaviors, stigmas about family issues negatively affecting work performance and 

competence, women having to work harder than men for the same rewards, and sexism. 

The high levels of endorsement of these work-life issues highlights the tensions and 

conflicts that women face as they navigate work and home in their children’s early years.  
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It was the early years of their children’s lives that the majority of women 

experienced as more difficult than expected, with more than half reporting that they felt 

overwhelmed, tired, and guilty. Other significant unanticipated obstacles included social 

isolation, cost of childcare, unequal distribution of labor between partners, and 

postpartum depression. Half of the women surveyed found their reentry to work difficult 

to some degree. These factors have previously been found to negatively influence 

women’s capacities and desires to continue on demanding career paths, especially when 

children were young (Bianchi, Robinson, & Milkie, 2004; Mulvaney, McNall, & 

Morrissey, 2011). 

Unemployed mothers. Of the thirty-five women who were unemployed at the 

time of the survey and had made a choice to stay home full-time with their children, more 

than three-quarters had either not planned or thought about taking on a stay-at-home 

parent role prior to having children. A large proportion of this group cited the difficulty 

of finding high quality, affordable care as a significant factor in their decision to stay 

home. This finding is consistent with data that highlights the lack of high quality care 

available to working parents (Rosenberg, 1992; Williams, 2000), especially given the 

high costs, particularly for families that have more than one child (Child Care Aware, 

2013; DeSilver, 2014). But for others, staying home full-time was made as a conscious 

choice to prioritize family and not miss out on children’s early years. 

Currently unemployed mothers reported lower levels of work satisfaction at their 

previous jobs than employed participants at current jobs. Nevertheless, over half were 

satisfied to some degree, suggesting that some women left careers despite finding 

fulfillment in their work. Unemployed women were more likely to report a negative work 
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culture at their previous jobs than currently employed participants. Though only 

representing a 14% difference, unemployed mothers were also less likely to tell their 

employers that they needed to take time off for family reasons, and were more likely to 

use other reasons unrelated to family. This could indicate that their particular working 

environments were less supportive and inclusive of family life. This is in line with 

previous research that has indicated that job retention is negatively affected by factors 

such as intense and pressured work environments (Bianchi, Robinson, & Milkie, 2004), a 

lack of family-friendly company initiatives (Catalyst, 2003), inflexible work expectations 

(Matos & Galinsky, 2014) and high levels of family life conflict (Mulvaney, McNall, & 

Morrissey, 2011). 

Effect of children on professional goals. When considering the effect of children 

on professional goals, most women in the sample, over three-quarters, either did not 

report a change in their professional goals or endorsed having either the same amount or 

more ambition after children, which suggests that they still highly valued their careers 

and work identities after the transition to motherhood. This may also be why so many 

women grappled with the idea of “having it all” given the stressors, limitations, and 

psychological conflicts they reported as a result of trying to balance work and family 

commitments.   

Nevertheless, the data in this sample lends some support to arguments made in 

previous research that there are gender differences in how women and men view their 

careers after children, with women more likely to adjust their work lives in order to 

accommodate for family and home responsibilities (Belkin, 2013; Bianchi, Robinson, & 

Milkie, 2006; Crittenden, 2001; Miller, 2013; Parker & Wang, 2013; Pew Research 
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Center, 2009; Slaughter, 2012). Participants in this sample were twice as likely to report a 

change in their own career goals after children than what they reported for their partners. 

Though less than a quarter of women in the sample reported having less ambition after 

they had children, women were five times more likely to endorse less ambition for 

themselves than for their partners after becoming a parent. Of the women whose 

professional goals changed, the number who reported that their ambitions remained the 

same was almost equal to, though slightly lower, than for partners in the same category. It 

is important to note, however, that these findings are based on participants’ perceptions 

of their partners’ experiences, and not on partners’ actual self-reports, which may vary 

from what is presented here.  

Despite the differential trends noted above, important similarities between 

participants and their partners emerged, including a desire for more time with family, 

with some participants noting that both they and their partners had made career sacrifices 

in order to have more balance between home and work. These findings are in line with 

previous research that indicates that younger generations of women and men want more 

time with children and that work-life concerns are family issues, not just women’s issues 

(Bianchi, Robinson, and Milkie, 2004; Bond & Galinsky, 2011; FWI, 2005; Parker & 

Wang, 2013). In other words, balance is important to both genders, especially as work 

expectations have become more intense in the context of longer work hours, greater 

responsibilities, and increased travel. Nevertheless, partners were reported by participants 

to be more likely to put increased pressure on themselves to provide for their families 

financially, indicative of enduring traditional gender roles in the ways that the couples in 

this survey negotiated their positions and responsibilities in the family.  
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Changing workplace culture. Several important themes emerged on how 

participants wanted to change workplace culture for dual-earner families. Over half of the 

sample wanted more flexibility at work, with a focus on quality and performance 

outcomes rather than quantity of hours as determinants of success. They also called for a 

better alignment of work, school, and childcare schedules. Paid and extended parental 

leave was also endorsed by one-fifth of the sample. Women wanted policies that were 

more equal for both genders, encouraging women to stay in the workforce, but also 

helping men to be more involved in family life. Interestingly, despite childcare being 

such a high frequency stressor for this group, especially since it was utilized by 80% of 

the sample, only 21% of women cited it specifically as a way to change workplace 

culture. Perhaps this is because providing childcare was not viewed as a benefit that the 

workplace is responsible for, especially since very few companies currently subsidize 

childcare, with Matos and Galinsky (2014) reporting that only 2% of American 

companies provided subsidies in 2014. Or perhaps when participants mentioned 

flexibility, better benefits, including childcare, were implied in their answers. Another 

possibility is that this data reflects the overall higher economic status of the sample, 

whereby most women in the group would have access to childcare and be able to pay for 

it. But in the context of rising annual costs and lack of affordability and availability of 

quality care, over one hundred women specifically argued for better childcare options as 

a unique and important factor in helping working parents succeed in their efforts to 

combine parenting and careers. The need for other benefits included better health care for 

families, as well as more sick time and vacation time for employees, with less stigma and 

fear for those who actually do take time off. This may be linked to previous research that 



	   163	  

suggested that employees often do not take time off on vacations because they fear 

negative consequences at work (Galinsky, Bond, Kim, Backon, Brownfield, & Sakai, 

2005). 

Another interesting finding was women’s desire for less judgment and stigma 

about both working and nonworking mothers, with women wanting to normalize 

discussions about family and parenthood at work, a change that Slaughter (2012) also 

recommended. However, contrary to Slaughter’s (2012) argument that employees rarely 

talk about family matters at work due to fears of being penalized for taking time off for 

family-related reasons, over three-quarters of employed women, thus the majority of the 

sample, told their employers the truth about needing days off to deal with domestic 

issues. Women who were unemployed were slightly less likely to do the same at their 

previous jobs, which may indicate less family-friendly environments. Unemployed 

women were also less likely to need to take time off as they were more likely to have 

someone else at home primarily responsible to deal with family-related issues than 

currently employed women. These trends are somewhat contrary to expectations as 

unemployed women were more likely to have worked in either equally gender 

represented or female-dominated fields which one would expect to be more family-

friendly.  

Some women expressed frustration about being judged as less ambitious and 

competent due to being a parent, a finding in line with research that has highlighted this 

phenomenon. Previous studies have found that mothers are more likely to be perceived as 

less competent (Correll, Benard, & Paik, 2007) and are prone to discrimination based on 

their perceived caregiving responsibilities (Greenberger et al., 2013; Sayers, 2012). 
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Though a quarter of the sample stated that motherhood ushered in a decrease in 

professional ambition, the vast majority had either the same amount of ambition, with a 

proportion of women becoming even more driven in order to provide for their families, 

fulfill personal goals, and provide a positive example for their families. Thus, most 

women in this sample demonstrated enduring commitment to their work identities and 

were actively trying to make things work.  

As a whole, when women mentioned changes in their professional goals in free 

text responses, it was often in the direction of wanting more balance, time with family, 

flexibility, more meaningful work, and overall contentment. But for others, the story was 

complicated by conflicting feelings due to having to delay or put off goals because of the 

inherent challenges of parenting in a dual-earner home, in line with Slaughter’s (2012) 

argument that women are working hard and do have ambition, but often find it difficult to 

reconcile this with the demands of home. Though women in general remained committed 

to work as evidenced by their continued participation in the workforce and beliefs in its 

benefits, the challenges they cited in terms of time, stress, and inadequate support, and for 

most, their primary identification as mothers above all other identities, were likely to play 

a role in the group’s decreased desire to advance at work. Previous research has indicated 

that high levels of family-life conflict have a negative effect on women’s work 

commitment (Mulvaney, McNall, & Morrissey, 2011), as do traditional views of gender 

norms (FWI, 2005). Furthermore, research has demonstrated that having a full-time 

employed spouse, which most of this cohort had, negatively affects work ambitions for 

both genders due to the difficulties of balancing work and family (Galinsky et al., 2003). 

In addition, both male and female employees surveyed previously expressed reluctance to 
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sacrifice time with family by taking on increased responsibilities, such as travel and 

longer hours, associated with higher positions (FWI, 2005). Finally, this group’s decline 

in ambition is in line with research that suggests that younger employees, ages 23-37, 

many of whom were captured in this survey’s demographic, are less likely to be work-

centric and ambitious than employees older than 38 years (FWI, 2005).  

Other suggestions for changing workplace culture included women wanting more 

equal gender roles, both at work and at home. As noted above, some women specifically 

stated that unequal gender roles and stereotyped expectations are not only detrimental to 

women, but to men, who are typically not encouraged or given an equal opportunity to 

play a more significant role in family life. And survey responses suggest that this is 

indeed what many fathers do want; participants indicated that their partners’ goals after 

having children often changed in the direction of wanting more balance and time with 

family, similar to participants. Previous research does suggest that contemporary couples, 

especially those that are more highly educated, are seeking more egalitarian relationships 

and roles at home (Pew Research Center, 2009; Stone, 2008), with both fathers and 

mothers wanting more time with their families (Bianchi, Robinson, & Milkie, 2004; 

Bond & Galinsky, 2011; FWI, 2005). This lends support to the argument, made by some 

women in this survey, that work-life issues are not women’s issues, but family issues.  

Another important suggestion for changing workplace culture made by 5% of 

women was to institute better boundaries between work and home. Participants’ 

experiences in this survey matched the findings reported in previous research that 

employees are working longer hours than previous generations, are expected to do more 

with less time and assistance, and to be available to employers outside of work hours, 
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including vacation (Foroohar, 2012; Galinsky, Bond, Kim, Backon, Brownfield, & Sakai, 

2005). A third of participants in this sample said that they felt overworked, consistent 

with previous studies in which similar proportions of employees reported feeling 

overworked (Galinsky, Bond, Kim, Backon, Brownfield, & Sakai, 2005) and that found 

that dual-earner couples were especially susceptible to feeling overworked (Bianchi, 

Robinson, Milkie, 2004). One reason why this may be true is that employees do not 

always take advantage of vacation or continue to work during time off (Galinsky, Bond, 

Kim, Backon, Brownfield, & Sakai, 2005). Nevertheless, it is surprising that only 5% of 

the sample specifically mentioned better boundaries between home and work given the 

stressors noted above. Perhaps this is indicative of what employees today consider as 

normative in a work-centric, competitive culture. Or perhaps some women were better 

able to manage this boundary by working fewer hours, taking longer leaves, or reducing 

their work ambitions, indicative of their privileged social status.  

Leadership. Over three-quarters of participants felt that so few women were in 

leadership positions because of the dearth of supportive family-friendly policies. 

However, a little more than half also concurred with the idea that women are less likely 

to prioritize work over family. They were almost twice as likely than respondents in 

previous research to feel that women are not reaching top positions because they are less 

likely than men to put their work first and their children second (Pew Research Institute, 

2009). And as the data shows, that is true to some extent for this sample, with women 

working fewer hours, having a higher incidence of part-time status and extended leaves 

from work, and being more likely to feel less ambitious after having children. However, 

very few women (1%) agreed with the notion that women are not working as hard as 
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men. In fact, over one-third felt that women have to work harder than men for the same 

rewards, consistent with previous research in which women indicated that they had to 

outperform and work harder than their male colleagues for equal levels of success 

(Abelson, 2003; Galinsky et al., 2003). This finding also provides a contrast to 

Sandberg’s (2013) argument that women are not putting enough energy and hard work 

into their careers as men. However, it is important to note that results from the survey 

point to some contradictions in women’s perceptions of themselves given the gender 

discrepancies previously noted in terms of hours worked, prioritization of motherhood, 

and differential trends in ambition. Nevertheless, participants felt that systemic 

inequalities as well as social, cultural, political, biological, and structural factors 

represented barriers that negatively influence female leadership in the marketplace.  

Some women argued that masculine standards at work, such as long hours, 

primary commitment to work, and environments unfriendly to women were reasons why 

mothers become less interested in higher positions and/or are not advancing as quickly as 

men. Some participants noted that women who get pregnant and take maternity leave are 

subject to pay loss, promotion discrimination, and being perceived as less competent, and 

as previous research has suggested, women are hesitant to prioritize career tracks that are 

not structured with women and families in mind (Miller & Alderman, 2014). Women also 

noted the presence of double standards of behavior for women and men that make it 

difficult to reach gender parity at work. Leadership traits, such as assertiveness, were 

negatively interpreted in women, a finding consistent with the research that points to the 

existence of different expectations for women’s and men’s behavior in the workplace 

(Ibarra, Ely, & Kolb, 2013; Johnson, Murphy, Zewdie, & Reichard, 2008; Park, Smith & 
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Correll, 2008). More than half agreed with the assertion that women are expected to act 

like men at work in order to succeed, lending support to the notion that many workplaces 

are still based on male biology and experiences (Blair-Loy, 2003; Crittenden, 2001; 

Williams, 2000). Almost half of the sample encountered double standards about gender 

appropriate work behaviors, felt that stigmas about family issues negatively affected the 

perception of work performance and competence, and felt that women have to work 

harder than men for the same rewards. Though only 5% of women cited discrimination as 

a workplace stressor they were currently experiencing, almost half thought it played a 

role in keeping women from breaking the glass ceiling in many industries. And those that 

did mention sexual harassment, noted that they were in STEM fields, consistent with 

research that suggests women in the sciences report more frequent sexual harassment 

than in other fields (Aschwanden, 2014; Clancy, 2014). 

Feminism 

Consistent with research on contemporary women and feminism, women’s 

definitions of feminism in this sample were personal, variable, and autobiographical 

(Budgeon, 2011; Gill and Scharff, 2011; Tong, 2009). Though most women mentioned 

equality, others highlighted the importance of choice, individual differences, and valuing 

the feminine, including traditional aspects of what it means to be a woman. Some thought 

feminism was a belief while others thought it was a movement defined by activism. 

Others critically noted that feminism has been diluted and the multiplicity of meaning-

making has weakened its cause, observations that are in line with arguments that 

feminism is in an “identity crisis” in the absence of a unified objective or goal (Budgeon, 

2011; Tong, 2009). Finally, there was a small contingent of the sample (less than 1%) 
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that echoed the negative stereotypes associated with feminism and was hesitant to 

identify with the label, consistent with previous observations of this phenomenon 

(Budgeon, 2011; Dicker, 2008). 

Nevertheless, almost three-quarters of the participants were influenced by 

feminism growing up, though there was an interesting drop in feminism’s influence on 

their decisions after having children, despite the fact that many of them identified as 

feminists. Some expressed disappointment and anger about what they perceived as the 

feminist promise of career and family only to come to the realization that excelling at 

both was extremely difficult. Others noted that they were too busy and tired with family 

to be engaged with feminism at this point in their lives. Nevertheless, there were other 

women who felt more motivated and highly identified with feminism given their first-

hand experiences of inequality in their new roles as working mothers. 

Women were more likely to identify as feminists if they were currently working 

and more highly educated, perhaps due to longer and more enduring investments in non-

traditional roles and work identities, as well as exposure to feminist ideas and women’s 

studies in college. Women were less likely to call themselves feminists if they were 

religious, perhaps due to adherence to more traditional gender role identities. Though 

women overwhelmingly believed that gender parity had not yet been achieved, a lower 

proportion of the sample identified as feminist, due in some part to negative connotations 

of feminism. This is an important finding that bears further exploration in an effort to 

forge a new social movement and language that addresses gender disparity. For those 

women who thought gender equality was still far off, unbalanced marriages and the 

disproportionate distribution of labor, gendered stereotypes that hurt both men and 
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women as parents and employees, leadership disparities, discrimination, and the pay gap 

were mentioned, amongst others. Some women mentioned previous naiveté about the 

challenges of combining work and family, echoing research that suggests women today 

have been raised to believe they have equal opportunities and free agency to pursue their 

goals (Budgeon, 2011; Crittenden, 2001; Jacques, 2009). In this regard, these women 

were surprised to encounter the inherent obstacles that challenge women’s abilities to 

work and parent (Aveling, 2002). Unlike previous research, however, most women in this 

group did expect to prioritize motherhood (Aveling, 2002). This group of women did 

expect that motherhood would be important to them, but it seems that what they did not 

expect was the conflict between motherhood and work. How to reconcile motherhood 

with careers that were important to them, given their long investments in their educations 

and work identities, was the seemingly unexpected challenge, a challenge that, perhaps, 

led these women to question the reality of “having it all.”   

Over half of women agreed that there was a generational divide between 

feminists, with over half endorsing the notion that young feminists today are hesitant to 

identify with the feminism of earlier generations because of negative stereotypes, 

consistent with literature that suggests women are often hesitant to identify as feminists 

because of the negative historical associations with the label (Budgeon, 2011; Dicker, 

2008). Almost half also felt that younger feminists were frustrated with older feminists 

messages that women should just work harder in order to achieve equality, and that older 

feminists do not understand the particular challenges women today are facing. This lends 

support to Slaughter’s (2012) argument that young women today feel that older feminists 

do not recognize the family life challenges that women today must contend with. On the 
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other hand, a quarter of participants also agreed that feminists today do not understand 

the sacrifices of their predecessors. Some women also argued that feminism now is more 

flexible, multicultural, less hierarchical, and more inclusive of traditionally feminine 

values, which is reminiscent of Belkin’s (2013) and Miller’s (2013) arguments that 

women today do not feel obligated to subscribe to hard line, career-oriented feminism 

and value their freedom of choice.  

Having It All 

When asked about “having it all,” a significant proportion of women described it 

as wanting to have some combination of a fulfilling career, family and personal life, 

though many added that balance, flexibility, choice, and happiness were important 

aspects of the equation. This is consistent with literature that highlights contemporary 

women’s desires to have options in creating a personally meaningful life without being 

limited by gender (Belkin, 2013; Miller, 2013). Approximately one-sixth of the sample 

felt that the concept of “having it all” was a damaging, destructive myth that sets working 

mothers up for failure. Out of the 81% of women who previously identified as feminists, 

65% reported that feminism informed their thoughts on “having it all.”  

For over half of women, their interpretations of “having it all” changed over time, 

especially after children. Women tended to broaden their definitions of success beyond 

professional accolades, material possessions, and career aspirations to include more 

nuanced and personalized ways to “have it all” and be happy. As with feminism, women 

shared autobiographical stories of how they made meaning of their current place in life. 

Often women wanted more balance, time, and contentment, and appreciated the 

fulfillment they gleaned from their families. Others had more clarity about the sacrifices, 
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tough choices, worry, and internal struggle inherent to making things work as a parent 

and employee. Some women became more certain of their life goals while others felt 

more insecure and struggled with having to give up prior aspirations. When asked to rank 

life goals, almost three-quarters of women still chose being a good parent above having a 

good marriage and successful career.  

Given their social, educational, and economic positioning, many women in this 

study seem to have expected to be able to “have it all” prior to having children. They 

were ambitious, pursued higher academic degrees, entered competitive careers, and 

pursued professional success. The high response rate from this particular demographic, 

namely educated, feminist, Caucasian, middle to upper class women, is significant in that 

it is this cohort of women who are most likely to have been told and to have thought that 

it was possible to seamlessly interweave a career, family and personal life. It seems that 

in the transition to motherhood, however, many women experienced a dawning 

awareness that “having it all” was more difficult that previously expected, not possible at 

all, or required a significant redefinition and adjustment of expectations. As one woman 

poignantly stated, ideally having it all “means thriving, but in practice, it means 

surviving.” 

The very real challenges of balancing work and family in dual earner households, 

especially in the absence of adequate social and cultural supports, are reflected in the 

urgency felt by so many of the participants around this topic. As mothers and employees, 

women in this sample struggled to reconcile their past and present selves, and to fit the 

pieces of family life and their careers into a future that they were happy with. As women 

encountered gender disparities at work and at home, they were faced with the imperative 



	   173	  

to redefine not only themselves, but to adjust and expand what it meant to “have it all.” 

Choice, flexibility, and freedom were key words that women used to describe their 

feminist identities and versions of “having it all,” perhaps indicative of the pressures and 

double binds of trying to be everything all at once, and not quite feeling successful at the 

endeavor. It is also these factors that likely played a role in the impassioned responses, as 

women felt frustrated in their current predicaments and sought to create a different reality 

for working mothers and their families.  

Limitations of Study 

There are a few limitations to this study that are outlined below. In terms of 

demographics, partner’s gender was not assessed. Because the majority of participants 

identified as married and heterosexual, inferences are made about most partners being 

male in this sample, though this cannot be stated for certain. Furthermore, due to the 

small number of women who identified as bisexual, homosexual, or other, combined with 

the omitted question about partners’ gender, the differences among women who are co-

parenting with men versus those who are co-parenting with women and their experiences 

of “having it all” cannot be made.  

It is important to note that the questions pertaining to partners’ experiences and 

beliefs were not provided by partners themselves, but by participants, and therefore do 

not necessarily accurately reflect the opinions of partners themselves. Nevertheless, 

important information about participants’ perceptions regarding their partners’ 

experiences can be gleaned from the data.  

The ranges provided in some questions, specifically pertaining to age and hours 

worked, were not optimal. For example, women had the option of choosing the range 
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“36-40” to communicate their hours worked. However, this range makes it difficult to 

assess part-time versus full-time status. Similarly, “extended leave” seemed to be a 

confusing term for some participants. It is unclear whether extended leaves under 1 year 

were due to women taking unpaid FMLA benefits to extend maternity leave or whether 

women were truly stepping out of their jobs by severing ties with their workplace before 

re-entering at a later time. 

There was a small contingent of women who identified themselves as graduate 

students or as self-employed (less than 5%). Survey questions were not crafted to assess 

the specific and unique experiences of this subgroup given the different pressures, time 

constraints, and schedules they are likely to have as compared to women who work for 

traditional employers. Nevertheless, important information about their experiences and 

beliefs regarding the work world, family, feminism, and having it all add a unique 

dimension to the research.  

Finally, due to the demographic specificity of the sample, generalizations cannot 

be made about women who participated in this survey but were inadequately represented 

as a group. This includes women in ethnic minority groups, working class women, those 

who identify as non-heterosexual, women who are partnered but not married, religious, 

politically conservative and living in non-metropolitan areas. Nevertheless, the data 

provides strong support for trends among professional women’s experiences within the 

majority demographic of the sample.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

  Given the limitations outlined above, it would be helpful to design a project that 

more clearly assesses the differences between couples’ experiences of “having it all” 
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based on sexual identity status. For example, assessing how lesbian or gay couples are 

negotiating roles and responsibilities related to work and home and how they are making 

decisions about the distribution of labor and prioritizing work versus children are just 

some of the directions that future research could take. This would provide vital 

comparative data on how experiences differ among heterosexual and non-heterosexual 

couples grappling with similar issues and concerns.  

  Social class is a key issue that deserves further exploration. Studies that focus on 

working class women, who have historically worked and raised children, would provide 

important information on the unique challenges, issues, and solutions that these women 

and their families have made with regard to work life conflict and balance. Similarly, 

assessing the experiences of women not adequately represented in the demographic 

distribution on other variables in this sample, such as women in minority racial groups, 

single mothers, political conservatives, religious women, and those who sought self-

employment in order to more creatively manage the challenges of the workplace, would 

be imperative to understanding the multiplicity of experiences in relation to working, 

parenting, feminism, and “having it all.”   

  Couples research would also add an important dimension to knowledge about 

“having it all.” Assessments given to coupled partners would be helpful in outlining 

similarities and differences in women’s and men’s perceptions and experiences. For 

example, are couples’ perceptions of each other’s experiences accurate? It would be 

interesting to compare couples’ answers on the goals and self-identities they rank as most 

important, to identify the differences in how men and women experience their workplace 

and home lives, and the differences in their opinions on feminism and “having it all.”  
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  The current study provides a snapshot in time of women’s experiences. In 

contrast, longitudinal research with women and their families would provide important 

information about how families’ experiences change over time. For example, it would be 

helpful to assess whether women’s priorities shift once their children get older and how 

stressors and goals, as well as relational and self-identities, change in the context of 

shifting family dynamics. 

  Given the large number of respondents, fervent interest in the study, impassioned 

responses to survey questions, and follow-up dialogues via email and in online forums, 

this topic represents an important area of concern in the wider culture and warrants 

further research. It is clear that working mothers and dual earner families are actively 

grappling with the challenges of parenting, working, and attempting to “have it all” in a 

society that provides little foundational structure and support for these endeavors. Future 

research in this area is sorely needed, especially to identify the ways in which working 

families can be better supported.  

Clinical Implications 

The data obtained in this study provides important clinical information about the 

struggles professional working mothers and their partners’ experience. Clearly, working 

parents are grappling with a variety of psychological stressors that may negatively affect 

overall wellbeing. Perhaps most striking is the guilt that so many women in this sample 

endorsed as a result of trying to balance their work and home lives. Low energy, negative 

mood, emotional stress, not feeling successful, as well as burnout from long hours and 

feeling overworked may all arise as mental health difficulties linked to working and 

parenting. This may be especially relevant for clients who feel that they do not have 
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enough time, are working for employers that lack family-friendly policies, have concerns 

about finding quality and affordable childcare, do not share childcare and housework 

responsibilities equally with their partners, and are unable to meet the demands of work 

and children’s school schedules concurrently. Furthermore, sexism in the form of unequal 

pay, double standards concerning gender appropriate behaviors at work, and 

discrimination may play a role in contributing to client stress.  

These challenges may also negatively affect marital relationships, especially in 

light of data that shows women are doing more at home than their partners. Furthermore, 

women are reporting more stress, though almost as many women are reporting equal 

levels of stress with their partners. This translates to potential sources of strain on 

relationships, especially if children’s schedules are also busy and intense. Clinical work 

should help couples address these issues if they are areas of concern for clients.  

Another potential area of clinical interest may be helping women to negotiate 

pressures in the workplace. Clinical work that seeks to empower women, helps build 

confidence and clarity about professional goals, and helps them find ways to balance 

competing priorities are just some ideas of how these issues may be addressed. 

Furthermore, clinicians may be important allies when women experience and must deal 

with the repercussions of discrimination and sexual harassment at work.  

Clinicians should also be aware of the conflicts that many new mothers 

experience as new parents trying to reconcile their professional and mothering identities, 

especially in the early years of their children’s lives. Though all parents must go through 

a transition period during this significant life stage, the issues that working mothers face 

are particularly unique, especially for those women who find themselves facing 
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unexpected financial, time, and resource-related obstacles that affect their sense of self. 

Helping women to clarify their new roles as mothers and to integrate this with their 

professional roles is an important area of clinical work.  

Summary and Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to examine the concept of “having it all” in 

women’s lives, including how women’s careers are affected by motherhood and how 

dual-earner couples are balancing the competing demands of work and home. The study 

also assessed women’s opinions about feminism and gender equality. A mixed method 

design that included multiple choice and open-ended questions was used, and the survey 

was administered online. Participants were English-speaking, partnered women over the 

age of 18, with children under 12 years old, who had worked in the United States for 

some time both prior to and after having children. A total of 531 completed surveys were 

included in the data analysis. Data was analyzed for common themes using a 

phenomenological approach. 

The results of this study show that motherhood, for this sample of women raised 

to expect that they could “have it all,” is a highly transformative life stage that affects 

women’s career trajectories in important ways. Women were likely to prioritize family in 

the early years of their children’s lives, but they were also simultaneously seeking 

fulfilling careers and personal lives. Many valued the benefits of work but found 

themselves struggling to reconcile the pressures inherent to working and parenting in the 

context of social, political, and structural challenges. Their shared experiences do not 

speak to a desire for special privileges, but rather to rework the system so that it is more 

accepting and supportive of the realities faced by dual earner parents, including removing 



	   179	  

the stigma of parenthood from the workplace and changing policies that support more 

balanced and flexible schedules for both men and women. 

Most women identified as feminists, were influenced by feminism growing up, 

and agreed that gender parity was not yet a reality in today’s society. Feminism was often 

highly personalized for this sample, with women asking for equality, fairness, freedom to 

make choices, and no limitations in opportunity because of gender. Similarly, “having it 

all” was often about flexibility, balance, happiness, and options, even for those women 

who defined it in the traditional sense of wanting a fulfilling professional and personal 

life. However, many women also critiqued the concept as a myth and a lie that is hurtful 

to women.  

Recommendations for future research include studies that focus on social class, 

non-heterosexual couples, couples research, longitudinal work, and studies that hone in 

on specific factors and demographic groups. In clinical practice, the results of this study 

provide important information about how motherhood affects women’s personal and 

professional identities, their relationships with partners, and the myriad stressors and 

challenges that women may face as a result of balancing work and home responsibilities. 

The findings are important not only for clinicians working with mothers, but for those 

who work with dual-earner couples and families.  

To conclude, the crux of this study touched on the conflict that so many women 

feel. As one woman shared, “It’s like the crucible I carry every moment of the day, 

wondering how I can feel like a professional and still be the mother I want to be.” Many 

women expressed being deeply affected by the subject matter because they had 

personally experienced the need to “challenge the world to change” so that working 
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mothers and fathers can have more balance in their working and professional lives.  
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Appendix A: Electronic Request for Participation 

Dear Potential Research Study Participant, 

I am a fifth year doctoral student in clinical psychology at the Massachusetts 

School of Professional Psychology. I am writing to request your participation in a 

graduate level research project, the goal of which is to identify and gather information 

about how women make meaning of and apply the concept of “having it all” in their 

lives. This survey is being conducted to partially fulfill the requirements for my doctoral 

degree in clinical psychology. Data collected from the survey will help me to better 

understand how having children affects women’s career trajectories in light of efforts to 

balance work and family responsibilities. The study will also examine women’s thoughts 

on feminism and whether or not feminism has influenced their work and life choices. 

To participate in this study, you must meet the following criteria:  

1. You are an English-speaking female over the age of 18  

2. You are currently raising children under 12 years old with a partner 

3. You have worked in the United States for some time both before and after 

having children 

The survey can be completed in 20-30 minutes. Once you complete the survey, 

you may enter to win one $75.00 gift card to www.amazon.com for your participation. If 

you know anyone else who might meet the criteria for participation outlined above and 

may be interested in participating in this research, please kindly forward this survey to 

them.  

Thank you for your time and consideration of this request.   

Best,  
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Mirella Young  
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Appendix B: Study Overview and Participant Instructions 
 

Thank you for your interest in this study about women’s experiences of having it 

all in the context of balancing work and family responsibilities. The study also examines 

women’s thoughts on feminism and whether or not feminism has influenced their work 

and life choices. The expected completion time is approximately 20-30 minutes. After 

you finish the survey, you will have the opportunity to be entered into a raffle for a $75 

gift card to www.amazon.com.  

 You are eligible to participate in this study if: 

o You are an English-speaking female over the age of 18 

o You have raised or are currently raising children under the age of 12 

with a partner 

o You have worked in the United States for some time both prior to and 

after having children 

If you are eligible and would like to continue, please read the remaining instructions.  

On the next page, you will be asked to review an informed consent document. If 

you consent to participate, you will then be directed to a series of demographic questions, 

followed by questions that relate to work, family life, feminist identity and having it all.  
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Appendix C: Informed Consent Document 

Study Title: Redefining “Having it All”: Contemporary Women’s Perspectives 

Primary Investigator: Mirella M. Young, Mirella_Young@mspp.edu 

Description of Experiment: This research is being conducted to partially meet the 

requirements of the primary investigator’s doctoral degree in clinical psychology. The 

purpose of the study is to examine women’s definitions of “having it all” in the context of 

balancing work and family responsibilities and women’s identification with feminism.  

 To participate in this research, you must first provide informed consent. Please 

review and confirm that you understand the following:  

• Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. Once you begin the 

survey, you are under no obligation to continue and may withdraw at any 

time.  

• All data collected is anonymous and confidential. Demographic questions are 

being collected for descriptive purposes only, specifically to help the 

researcher better understand trends and common themes among participants’ 

answers. Your internet address will not be stored or linked to the data you 

enter on the online survey. If results from this study are used in a future 

psychological publication or conference presentation, all data will be reported 

anonymously.  

• This study involves minimal risk to you as a participant. Some questions will 

ask you to provide information regarding your work, family life and personal 

beliefs which may cause potential discomfort. 
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• There may be no personal benefit to you for taking part in this study but the 

knowledge acquired through your participation will help researchers to better 

understand women’s experiences of the concept of “having it all” in the 

context of balancing work and family and women’s identification with 

feminism. 

• You will have the opportunity to enter a $75 raffle to win a gift card to 

www.Amazon.com to thank you for your time in participating.  

• If you have questions about the research, your rights as a participant, or would 

like to know about study results after data analysis is completed, you may 

contact the primary researcher, Mirella Young, at Mirella_Young@mspp.edu. 

You may also contact the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the 

Massachusetts School of Professional Psychology at IRB@mspp.edu or the 

IRB Chair, Dr. Edward De Vos, at 617-327-6777. 

By clicking on the “I Accept” button below, you are indicating that you are over 18 years 

old, that you have read this informed consent, that you understand the nature and purpose 

of this research and your role as a voluntary participant, and that you would like to 

participate. By clicking on the “I Decline” button below, you are indicating that you do 

not want to participate and that you wish to exit the survey.  

_____I Accept 

_____I Decline 
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Appendix D: Instrument 
 
Eligibility Criteria 
 
What is your gender? 
m Male  
m Female  
m Other  
 
How many children do you have? 
m 0  
m 1  
m 2  
m 3  
m 4  
m 5  
m 6  
m More than 6  
  
Are you co-parenting your children with a partner? 
m Yes  
m No  

 
Is at least one of your children under the age of 12? 
m Yes  
m No  
 
Did you work in the United States before having children? 
q Yes  
q No  
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Answer if “Did you work before having children?” “Yes” is selected 
Did you work full-time or part-time before having children? 
m Full-time  
m Part-time  
 
Did you work in the United States after having children? 
m Yes  
m No  
 
Answer if “Did you work in the United States after having children?” “Yes” is selected 
Did you work full-time or part-time immediately after having children? 
m Full-time  
m Part-time  
m I took an extended break from my job/career after having children but am now back 

at work  
m None of the above  
 
Answer if “Did you work full-time or part-time immediately after having children?” “I 
took an extended break from my job/career after having children” is selected 
How long was your extended leave from work? 
m Less than a year  
m 1-2 years  
m 2-3 years  
m 3-4 years  
m Other  ____________________ 
 
Answer if “Did you work in the United States after having children?” “Yes” is selected 
Are you currently working? 
m Yes  
m No  
 
Answer if “Are you currently working?” “Yes” is selected 
Do you currently work full-time or part-time? 
m Full-time  
m Part-time  
 
Demographic Questionnaire 
 
What is your marital status?  
m Single, Never married  
m Married  
m Domestic Partnership  
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m Separated  
m Divorced  
m Widowed  
 
Answer if “What is your marital status?” “Married” is selected 
How old were you when you got married? 
m 18-24 years old 
m 25-30 years old  
m 31-35 years old  
m 36-40 years old  
m 40+ years old  
 
 What is your current age? 
m 18-24 years old  
m 25-34 years old  
m 35-44 years old  
m 45-54 years old  
m 55-64 years old  
m 65 years or older  
 
Which state do you live in? 
m Alabama  
m Alaska  
m Arizona  
m Arkansas  
m California  
m Colorado  
m Connecticut  
m D.C.  
m Delaware  
m Florida  
m Georgia  
m Hawaii  
m Idaho  
m Illinois  
m Indiana  
m Iowa  
m Kansas  
m Kentucky  
m Louisiana  
m Maine  
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m Maryland  
m Massachusetts  
m Michigan  
m Minnesota  
m Mississippi  
m Missouri  
m Montana  
m Nebraska  
m Nevada  
m New Hampshire  
m New Jersey  
m New Mexico  
m New York  
m North Carolina  
m North Dakota  
m Ohio  
m Oklahoma  
m Oregon  
m Pennsylvania  
m Rhode Island  
m South Carolina  
m South Dakota  
m Tennessee  
m Texas  
m Utah  
m Vermont  
m Virginia  
m Washington  
m West Virginia  
m Wisconsin  
m Wyoming  
 
Do you live in a: 
m Rural town  
m Small suburb  
m Large Suburb  
m City  
 
Do you consider yourself to be actively religious? 
m Yes  
m No  
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What is your political affiliation? 
m Republican  
m Democrat  
m Independent  
m Prefer not to say  
m Other  ____________________ 
 
How do you define your sexual identity? 
m Heterosexual  
m Homosexual  
m Bisexual  
m Prefer not to say  
m Other  ____________________ 
 
Please specify your ethnicity: 
m White  
m Hispanic or Latino  
m Black or African American  
m Native American or American Indian  
m Asian/Pacific Islander  
m Prefer not to say  
m Other  ____________________ 
 
Think of the ladder below as representing where people stand in the United States. At the 
top of the ladder are the people who are the best off - those who have the most money, 
the most education and the most respected jobs. At the bottom are the people who are the 
worst off - who have the least money, least education, and the least respected jobs or no 
job. The higher up you are on this ladder, the closer you are to the people at the very top; 
the lower you are, the closer you are to the people at the very bottom. Where would place 
yourself on this ladder?   
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Please select the number on the rung of the ladder where you think you stand at this time 
in your life, relative to other people in the United States.  
m 1  
m 2  
m 3  
m 4  
m 5  
m 6  
m 7  
m 8  
m 9  
m 10  
 
Education    
 
What is your highest level of education? If currently enrolled, what is the highest degree 
received? 
m Some high school, no diploma  
m High school graduate or equivalent (GED)  
m Trade, technical or vocational training  
m Associate degree  
m Bachelor's degree  
m Master's degree  
m Doctorate degree  
m Other  ____________________ 
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What is your partner’s highest level of education? If currently enrolled, what is the 
highest degree received? 
m Some high school, no diploma  
m High school graduate or equivalent (GED)  
m Trade, technical or vocational training  
m Associate degree  
m Bachelor's degree  
m Master's degree  
m Doctorate degree  
m Other  ____________________ 
 
Work 
 
Check the best answer that describes your current employment status: 
m Employed  
m Not employed and looking for work  
m Not employed and not currently looking for work  

 
(If not working): What best describes your reason for not currently working? 
m Loss of job  
m Chose to stay home to raise my children  
m Do not need/want to work  
m Health/medical issues  
m Other  ____________________ 
 
Answer if “What best describes your reason for not currently working?” “Chose to stay 
home to raise children” is selected 
Was staying home to raise your children a part of your life plan before you had kids? 
m Yes  
m No  
m I did not think about it before I had kids  
 
Answer if “What best describes your reason for not currently working?” “Chose to stay 
home to raise my children” is selected 
Please briefly describe or list the factors that affected your decision to stay home with 
your children: ___________________ 
 
In your last job after you had children, did you work in a: 
m Female dominated field  
m Male dominated field  
m Equally represented field  
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How many hours per week did you work? 
m Less than 30  
m 30-35  
m 36-40  
m 41-45  
m 46-50  
m 51-55  
m 55-60  
m More than 60  
 
Did your last employer offer any of the following “family friendly” benefits?  
(Select all that apply): 
q Option to work from home/telecommuting  
q Flexible working hours  
q Part-time  
q Job-sharing  
q Maternity leave  
q Paternity leave  
q Childcare benefits  
q Emergency child care  
q Sick leave  
q Dependent care leave/FMLA  
q Other  ____________________ 
q None of the above  
 
Did any of the following factors play a role in your decision to leave your last job? 
(Select all that apply): 
q Negative reaction of employer when home responsibilities required you to take time 

off  
q Having to work more than contracted hours and/or having to take work home  
q Expectation to not take vacation  
q Difficult to achieve home / life balance  
q Inadequate maternity leave  
q Other  ____________________ 
q None of the above  
 
Answer if “Check the best answer that describes your current employment status” 
“Employed” is selected 
Do you work in a: 
m Female dominated field  
m Male dominated field  
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m Equally represented field  
 
Answer if “Check the best answer that describes your current employment status” 
“Employed” is selected 
How many hours per week do you work? 
m Less than 30  
m 30-35  
m 36-40  
m 41-45  
m 46-50  
m 51-55  
m 56-60  
m More than 60  
 
Answer if “Check the best answer that describes your current employment status” 
“Employed” is selected 
Does your current employer offer any of the following “family friendly” benefits?   
(Select all that apply): 
q Option to work from home/telecommuting  
q Flexible working hours  
q Part-time  
q Job-sharing  
q Maternity leave  
q Paternity leave  
q Childcare benefits  
q Emergency child care  
q Sick leave  
q Dependent care leave/FMLA  
q Other  ____________________ 
q None of the above  
 
Answer if “Check the best answer that describes your current employment status” 
“Employed” is selected 
After having children, did you ever make a decision to take an extended break from your 
job/career? 
m Yes  
m No  
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Answer if “After having children, did you ever make a decision to take an extended break 
from your job/career?” “Yes” is selected 
Did any of the following factors play a role in your decision to take an extended break 
from your job/career?   
(Select all that apply): 
q Negative reaction of employer when home responsibilities required you to take time 

off  
q Having to work more than contracted hours and/or having to take work home  
q Expectation to not take vacation  
q Difficult to achieve home / life balance  
q Inadequate maternity leave  
q Other  ____________________ 
q None of the above 
 
Did having children change your professional goals? 
m Yes  
m No  
 
Answer if “Did having children affect your professional goals?” “Yes” is selected 
Please briefly comment on how having children changed your professional goals: 
__________________ 
 
Answer if “Did having children affect your professional goals?” “Yes” is selected 
Did you have more, less, or the same amount of ambition after having children? 
m More  
m The same  
m Less  
 
Why do you think women are not represented equally in leadership positions in most 
industries? 
(Select all that apply): 
q Women are not working as hard as men  
q Discrimination  
q Having children negatively affects women's commitment to and/or ability to balance 

work and home responsibilities  
q Women are less likely than men to put their work first and their children second  
q Most workplaces do not provide adequate family-friendly policies that support 

working families, including mothers  
q Other  ____________________ 
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At your last job, how satisfied were you? 
m Very Satisfied  
m Satisfied  
m Somewhat Satisfied  
m Neutral  
m Somewhat Dissatisfied  
m Dissatisfied  
m Very Dissatisfied  
 
Which, if any, of the following work-related stressors did you experience?  
(Select all that apply): 
q Commuting-related stress  
q Long work hours  
q Too much responsibility at work  
q Negative work culture/environment  
q Insecurity related to job stability  
q Discrimination  
q Unsupportive work environment  
q Inadequate maternity leave  
q Lack of space and/or support for mothers who need to pump breast milk  
q Other  
q None of the above ____________________ 
 
When you had to take time off from work to deal with family responsibilities, such as a 
child's illness or school closing, did you most often: 
m Tell employer that absence was due to family issues  
m Use reason not related to family issues  
m I rarely/never had to take time off related to family issues because another caregiver 

was available during the workweek to take care of family responsibilities.  
 
Did you experience any of the following?   
(Select all that apply): 
q Guilt resulting from trying to balance both work and family  
q Not enough energy for family because of work fatigue  
q Not feeling successful at either work or home life  
q Not being in a good mood because of work  
q Chronically overworked  
q None of the above  
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Stressors and Job Satisfaction 
 
Answer if “Check the best answer that describes your current employment status” 
“Employed” is selected 
How satisfied are you with your current job? 
m Very Satisfied  
m Satisfied  
m Somewhat Satisfied  
m Neutral  
m Somewhat Dissatisfied  
m Dissatisfied  
m Very Dissatisfied  
 
Answer if “Check the best answer that describes your current employment status” 
“Employed” is selected 
Which, if any, of the following work-related stressors do you experience?   
(Select all that apply): 
q Commuting-related stress  
q Long work hours  
q Too much responsibility at work  
q Negative work culture/environment  
q Insecurity related to job stability  
q Discrimination  
q Unsupportive work environment  
q Inadequate maternity leave  
q Lack of space and/or support for mothers who need to pump breast milk  
q Other ____________________ 
q None of the above  
 
Who experiences more stress - you or your partner - because of the responsibilities of 
balancing work and home? 
m Me  
m Partner  
m We both experience an equal amount of stress  
m Neither one of us experiences stress  
 
Answer if “Check the best answer that describes your current employment status” 
“Employed” is selected 
When you have to take time off from work to deal with family issues, such as a child's 
illness or school closing, do you most often: 
m Tell employer that absence is due to family issues  
m Use reason not related to family issues  
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m I rarely/never have to take time off related to family issues because another caregiver 
is available during the workweek to take care of family responsibilities.  

 
Answer if “Check the best answer that describes your current employment status” 
“Employed” is selected 
Do you experience any of the following?  
(Select all that apply): 
q Guilt resulting from trying to balance both work and family  
q Not enough energy for family because of work fatigue  
q Not feeling successful at either work or home life  
q Not being in a good mood because of work  
q Chronically overworked  
q None of the above  
 
Check the best answer that describes your partner’s current employment status: 
m Employed  
m Out of work and looking for work  
m Out of work but not currently looking for work  
m Other ____________________ 
 
Answer if “Check the best answer that describes your partner's current employment 
status” “Employed” is selected 
Does your partner work in a: 
m Female dominated field  
m Male dominated field  
m Equally represented field  
 
Answer if “Check the best answer that describes your partner's current employment 
status” “Employed” is selected 
How many hours per week does your partner work? 
m Less than 30  
m 30-35  
m 36-40  
m 41-45  
m 46-50  
m 51-55  
m 55-60  
m More than 60  
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Answer if “Check the best answer that describes your partner's current employment 
status” “Employed” is selected 
Does your partner’s workplace provide any of the following “family-friendly” benefits?   
(Select all that apply): 
q Option to work from home/telecommuting  
q Flexible working hours  
q Part-time  
q Job-sharing  
q Maternity leave  
q Paternity leave  
q Childcare benefits  
q Emergency child care  
q Sick leave  
q Dependent care leave/FMLA  
q None of the above  
 
Answer if “Check the best answer that describes your partner's current employment 
status” “Employed” is selected 
After having children, did your partner ever make the decision to take an extended break 
from his or her job/career?   
m Yes  
m No  
 
Answer if “After having children, did your partner ever make the decision to take an 
extended break from his or her job/career?” “Yes” is selected 
Did any of the following factors play a role in your partner’s decision to take an extended 
break from his or her job/career?  
(Select all that apply):  
q Negative reaction of employer when home responsibilities required him or her to take 

time off  
q Having to work more than contracted hours and/or having to take work home  
q Expectation to not take vacation  
q Difficult to achieve home / life balance  
q Inadequate maternity / paternity leave  
q Other  ____________________ 
q None of the above  
 
Did having children change your partner’s professional goals? 
m Yes  
m No  
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Answer if “Did having children affect your partner's professional goals?” “Yes” is 
selected 
Please briefly comment on how having children changed your partner’s professional 
goals: _____________________ 
 
Answer if “Did having children affect your partner's professional goals?” “Yes” is 
selected 
Did your partner have more, less, or the same amount of ambition after having children? 
m More  
m The Same  
m Less  
 
Which of the following reasons do you think contribute to the stress of balancing work 
and home for families in which both partners work?   
(Select all that apply): 
q Long hours  
q Inflexible schedules  
q Cost of daycare  
q School schedules that do not match work schedules  
q Stigmas about family issues negatively affecting work performance/competence  
q Despite also working, women do more of the housework and childcare  
q Discrimination/sexism/inequality  
q Double-standards about gender-appropriate work behaviors  
q Women have to work harder than men for the same rewards  
q Unequal pay  
q Other  ____________________ 
q None of the above  
 
Please fill in the blank.   
It is good for __________ when women work.    
(Select all that apply): 
q Women  
q Men  
q Marriages  
q Children  
q Families  
q Society 
q I do not think women working is good for any of the above  
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Please rank order the following characteristics of a workplace in order of importance: 
(Click on each characteristic and drag to either the 1st, 2nd, or 3rd position in the list) 
______ High pay  
______ Job satisfaction  
______ Family-friendly policies / flexibility  
 
What would you like to change about work culture to help families in which both 
partners work?   
(Please briefly comment): _____________________ 
 
Do you agree with the statement: "In order to achieve high levels of success at work, one 
has to "act like a man"? 
m Strongly Agree  
m Agree  
m Somewhat Agree  
m Neither Agree nor Disagree  
m Somewhat Disagree  
m Disagree  
m Strongly Disagree  
 
Motherhood 
 
How did becoming a mother affect your sense of self, if at all?   
(Please briefly describe): _________________________ 
 
Was motherhood something you always aspired to? 
m Yes  
m No  
 
After having children, did motherhood become more important than your job? 
m Yes  
m No  
 
Answer if “After having children, did motherhood become more important than your 
job?” “Yes” is selected 
Did you expect that motherhood would become more important than your job prior to 
having children? 
m Yes  
m No  
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Please rank order which roles are most important to you:   
(Click on each role and drag to either the 1st, 2nd, or 3rd position in the list) 
______ Employee  
______ Wife  
______ Mother  
 
Do you think women are naturally better at taking care of children? 
m Yes  
m No  
 
Answer if “Do you think women are naturally better at taking care of children?” “Yes” 
is selected 
Please select the reasons you think women are naturally better at taking care of children. 
(Select all that apply): 
q Women are biologically programmed to be more nurturing and sensitive to children 
q Women are socialized into nurturing roles and motherhood  
q Other:  ____________________ 
 
What age were you when you had your first child? 
m Under 18  
m 18-22  
m 23-27  
m 28-32  
m 33-37  
m 38-42  
m 43 or older  
 
Were the early years with young children: 
m Easier than expected  
m Just as expected  
m More difficult than expected  
 
What were the biggest unanticipated obstacles?   
(Select all that apply): 
q Cost of childcare  
q Fatigue  
q Unsupportive workplace  
q Guilt  
q Partner does not share in child care and/or domestic tasks equally  
q Feeling overwhelmed  
q Postpartum depression  
q Social isolation  
q Other ____________________ 
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q None of the above  
 
How would you describe your re-entry to work after having kids? 
m Very Easy  
m Easy  
m Somewhat Easy  
m Neutral  
m Somewhat Difficult  
m Difficult  
m Very Difficult  
 
Childcare 
 
Do you use childcare and/or after school care for any of your children?  
m Yes  
m No  
 
Answer if “Do you use childcare for children not yet enrolled in school?” “Yes” is 
selected 
What kind of childcare and/or after school care do you use?   
(Select all that apply): 
q Daycare center  
q Home daycare  
q After school program  
q Nanny  
q Family member  
q Other  ____________________ 
 
Answer if “Do you use childcare for children not yet enrolled in school?” “Yes” is 
selected 
How many children require childcare and/or after school care? 
m 1  
m 2  
m 3  
m 4  
m More than 4  
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Answer if “Do you use childcare for children not yet enrolled in school?” “Yes” is 
selected 
What is the average cost of combined childcare per year? 
m Less than $5,000  
m $5,000-$9,999  
m $10,000-$14,999  
m $15,000-$19,999  
m $20,000-$24,999  
m $25,000-$29,999  
m $30,000-$34,999  
m More than $35,000  
 
Q114 Who is most often responsible for the following child-related tasks? 

 Me  My 
Partner 

My Partner 
and I share 

equal 
responsibility 

Hired 
Helper 

Family 
Member 

Not 
Applicable 

Meal Prep  m  m  m  m  m  m  

Feeding child(ren) m  m  m  m  m  m  

Dressing child(ren) m  m  m  m  m  m  

Bringing child(ren) 
to daycare/school  m  m  m  m  m  m  

Picking child(ren) 
up from 

daycare/school  
m  m  m  m  m  m  

Taking time off 
from work when 
child is sick or 
school is closed  

m  m  m  m  m  m  

Arranging 
playdates/activities  m  m  m  m  m  m  

Bringing child(ren) 
to 

playdates/activities  
m  m  m  m  m  m  

Helping with 
homework  m  m  m  m  m  m  

Meeting with 
teachers  m  m  m  m  m  m  
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Filling out child-
related forms  m  m  m  m  m  m  

Making doctor's 
and other 

appointments for 
child(ren)  

m  m  m  m  m  m  

Bathing child(ren)  m  m  m  m  m  m  

Putting child(ren) 
to bed  m  m  m  m  m  m  

Leisure activities 
with child(ren) 

(such as reading 
books, playing, 

etc.)  

m  m  m  m  m  m  

 
 
Housework 
 
Do you use hired helpers, such as a cleaning service, to assist with domestic tasks? 
m Yes  
m No  
 
Who spends more time each week on housework, including things like washing dishes, 
laundry, dusting and vacuuming, and other home maintenance in your home? 
m Me  
m Partner  
m Both my partner and I spend an equal amount of time on housework each week  
m Other  ____________________ 
 
Family-Related Stressors and Home-Life Satisfaction 
 
Which, if any, of the following family-related stressors do you experience?   
(Select all that apply): 
q Financial strain  
q Not enough time  
q Negotiating with partner  
q Stress related to parenting  
q Other  ____________________ 
q None of the above 
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How satisfied are you with your home and family life? 
m Very Satisfied  
m Satisfied  
m Somewhat Satisfied  
m Neutral 
m Somewhat Dissatisfied  
m Dissatisfied  
m Very Dissatisfied  
 
Feminist Identity 
 
Were you influenced by feminism growing up? 
m Yes  
m No  
 
Were you a feminist...   
(Select any that apply): 
q in college  
q before having children  
q after you became a mother  
q Other ____________________ 
q None of the above  
 
Did your views on women's equality change after you became a mother?  
m Yes  
m No  
 
Answer if “Did your views on women's equality change after you became a mother?” 
“Yes” is selected 
Why and how did your views on women’s equality change after you became a mother?   
(Please briefly comment): ______________________ 
 
Do you currently consider yourself a feminist? 
m Yes  
m No  
 
Answer if “Do you currently consider yourself a feminist?” “No” is selected 
Please briefly comment on why you do not currently consider yourself a feminist: 
_________________________ 
 
How do you define feminism?  
(Please briefly comment): _______________________ 
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Do you sense a generational divide and/or tension between the goals and beliefs of 
feminists now and feminists of earlier generations? 
m Yes  
m No  
 
Answer if “Do you sense a generational divide between feminists now and feminists of 
earlier generations?” “Yes” is selected 
Do you think this generational divide between feminists now and feminists of earlier 
generations is due to any of the following reasons?  
(Select all that apply): 
q Feminists now do not understand the sacrifices of their predecessors  
q Today's young feminists are frustrated with older feminists' message that they should 

just work harder in order to achieve equality with men  
q Today's young feminists feel that older feminists' do not understand the particular 

challenges women today are facing  
q Young feminists are hesitant to identify with the feminism of earlier generations 

because of negative stereotypes  
q Other ____________________ 
 
Do you think women and men have achieved equality? 
m Yes  
m No  
 
Answer if “Do you think women and men have achieved equality?” “No” is selected 
Please briefly comment on why you do not think women and men have achieved 
equality? __________________ 
 
Having It All 
 
Please briefly describe what the phrase, “having it all”, means to you: _______________ 
 
Has this definition changed for you over your lifetime? 
m Yes  
m No  
 
Answer if “Has this definition changed over time?” “Yes” is selected 
Please briefly explain why and/or how your definition of “having it all” has changed over 
time: ________________________ 
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Answer if “Do you currently consider yourself a feminist?” “Yes” is selected 
Does feminism inform your thoughts on "having it all"? 
m Yes  
m No  
 
Please rank the following in order of importance to you:  
(Click on each item and drag to either the 1st, 2nd, or 3rd position in the list) 
______ Being a good parent  
______ Having a good marriage  
______ Having a successful career  
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Appendix E: End of Survey and Debriefing 
 

Thank you for completing this survey on women’s definitions of “having it all” 

and experiences balancing the dual responsibilities of work and family. Your time and 

effort is greatly appreciated.  

If you wish to be entered to the $75 gift card raffle to www.Amazon.com, please 

email the primary investigator at Mirella_Young@mspp.edu with the header, “doc 

project survey completed.” The raffle will take place after data collection is complete, 

and the winner will be notified by email.  
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