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Introduction

Lauren blinked back tears, wondering how the day’s happy events had made her feel so unhappy. Soon after she’d been accepted to a top graduate school in New York—with a full scholarship, no less—her boyfriend of three years, Greg, had announced that he couldn’t leave California because of his recent promotion. To her surprise, he had then gotten down on one knee and proposed.

Both her acceptance to graduate school and Greg’s proposal were moments Lauren had long hoped for, but now, neither piece of exciting news felt the way she’d imagined. Would she really have to choose between her relationship and her career? In a single day, Lauren had come face-to-face with the intricate, often challenging connections between love and money. Which would she choose? Perhaps more important, how would she make such an agonizing decision?

Throughout our lives, we inevitably encounter similarly fraught decisions around money and love. In addition to choosing a life partner and a career, we may have to decide whether to marry (or not) or become a parent (or not); how to care for a sick or disabled family member or cope with our own illness or disability; select where to live; determine how to divide household tasks; decide whether to go for that promotion or big job; reconcile different spending, saving, and investing habits; and figure out whether or how to combine parenthood with a career, as well as how and when to change careers. We may also need to figure out how to strengthen a relationship or end it. As our parents age, helping with eldercare and end-of-life planning may be necessary. As we ourselves age, we must manage postretirement life, which may include caring for a life partner.

These kinds of money and love decisions were never simple, and we are now confronting them during a time of rapid and profound change. The coronavirus pandemic forced millions to set up workstations in their kitchen, living room, or bedroom, all while caring for loved ones of all ages. Suddenly, the illusion of work/life separation was exposed, and we could no longer ignore just how intimately these parts of our lives are linked. That forced millions to reassess how and where they live and work. As our reality continues to evolve, our love and money decisions will likely involve a laundry list of additional complexities:


	Dual-career household norms will continue to change. Before the pandemic, the number of stay-at-home dads was rising; will this trend continue, even accelerate? How many women who opted out of the workforce at the height of the pandemic will reenter, and what will that look like?

	In an increasingly tech-based economy, some jobs will be phased out while others are created.

	We will encounter a noticeably larger remote workforce. Zoom fatigue, anyone? How about home office envy?



Even the effects of climate change—water shortages, wildfires, devastating storms and other extreme weather—may increasingly inform how, where, and with whom we conduct our lives. While navigating all these massive shifts, we’re immersed in an online world that can skew perspectives, presenting idealized alter-realities of what our lives should look and feel like. In short? Money and love decisions are becoming more complex as our world becomes more complex.

Rest assured, however, that this book is not an exercise in doom-scrolling. It’s quite the opposite, in fact. This book is a guide to help you navigate love and money decisions. We never tell you what to decide; only you can do that. Instead, we give you a framework, relevant research, and exercises to help you identify your priorities and make decisions that are aligned with what you want. The result? You will experience more ease and feel more confident, knowing that even when external factors beyond your control impact your life, you have a solid, proven framework you can use to course correct. Little by little, leap by leap, you’ll move your life toward your bigger goals and dreams, feeling a greater sense of control—not over just one part of your life but over the most essential parts of your life and how they work together to shape your larger life journey.

Challenging times can force us to reassess our lives in ways that ultimately lead to better outcomes. In 1970, Myra, a labor economist, was told by her then-employer, the University of California, Berkeley, that she would never be hired for a tenure-track position because she was a mother of two young children. Determined to overcome this bias, she proposed a seminar on work and family. That seminar was given the green light, and it soon turned into a full-fledged course. Two years later, UC Berkeley offered her a tenure-track position, but she turned it down to become the first-ever woman faculty member at Stanford Graduate School of Business (Stanford GSB). In the decades that followed, she led thousands of students through the hugely popular Work and Family course that eventually inspired this book. Myra retired in 2018 as a tenured professor at Stanford Graduate School of Education (Stanford GSE) and Stanford GSB.

While teaching the Work and Family course, first at UC Berkeley and then at Stanford University, Myra was herself navigating many of the topics it covered: arranging childcare, in an era when group childcare was scarce; getting divorced and later remarrying; and caring for her elderly mother and then her husband after he was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease. As her life evolved, more women entered the workforce and our overall culture changed in various ways. During her forty years of teaching the course, Myra continually updated it to reflect her and others’ life experiences, as well as new research and expertise from guest contributors.

The enduring popularity of the Work and Family course was due in part to Myra’s consistent yet flexible approach. Throughout, she adhered to her core philosophy: be direct and matter-of-fact about the way things are; rely on accredited data, but carefully examine their limitations; make use of personal perspectives and experience to inform the discussion; and empower students to embrace their role in changing their families, their workplaces, and our society.

While staying faithful to this core approach, the course itself evolved over time to reflect changing cultural beliefs and norms. Stanford GSB is an elite private institution that does not reflect the larger population or all groups within it, but as the school did more to prioritize diversity, the focus of the Work and Family course shifted, too. Increased numbers of international students led European pupils to voice their surprise about American students’ “fixation” on marriage. “Why get married at all?” they asked. Meanwhile, some men from Pakistan and India shared their relief regarding the arranged marriage system in their home countries, which would spare them from having to choose a life partner. (Interestingly, no woman or nonbinary person from these countries voiced the same support of arranged marriage.) Having more diversity in race, ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation also prompted the class to consider issues particular to historically marginalized groups. How does being Black affect marriage prospects? How does being gay affect decisions about having children? How does being a member of an underrepresented group affect career goals or decisions about where to live?

From the course’s inception, thousands of students—from different races and ethnic backgrounds; female, male, and nonbinary; single, in a relationship, or married; and of all sexual orientations—enrolled in it, and many told Myra that it was one of the most useful courses they had ever taken. Years after graduation, they write to say that the course prepared them for life better than any other undergraduate or graduate class and that they are still using the information and approach they learned.

One such student was Abby, who took Myra’s course in 2008 while in business school with her then-boyfriend, Ross, whom she’d been dating for only a year. With graduation looming, Abby and Ross needed to decide whether to accept jobs in the same city and, if so, whether to move in together. Initially too intimidated to broach the topic in any meaningful way, they learned in Myra’s class how to engage in thoughtful, effective decision-making.

Myra’s teaching proved so helpful that Abby and Ross made the topic of living together before marriage the focus of their final paper. That assignment turned out to be the first of many joint productions: more than a dozen years of marriage and two kids later, Abby and Ross agree that the class changed their lives by giving them a blueprint to successfully navigate the high-wire act of dual-career parenthood.

After graduating, Abby and Ross stayed in touch with Myra, and soon Myra began inviting them to her class as guest speakers. They returned as speakers annually for nearly a decade, using the forty-five-minute drive from San Francisco to Palo Alto to take stock of their relationship satisfaction, sometimes noting with humor that their car conversations had resulted in a redistribution of household tasks. As Abby climbed the career ladder in a Fortune 200 company, she observed how often family matters impacted colleagues’ career decisions—a fact that wasn’t widely discussed or acknowledged, despite a family-friendly culture and a majority-female workforce. Abby realized the power of the lessons she’d learned in Myra’s class and imagined the legions of people who would benefit if they had access to the course’s framework and insights.

One day, after Myra retired, she told Abby over lunch that she was thinking of writing a book about the course to bring it to a broad audience beyond the Stanford classroom. She looked at Abby across the table, and it struck her that she had found her coauthor. Who better to help tackle the subject than a former student who was in the trenches of combining family and work—caring for aging parents and raising two children while successfully navigating her career? From that very first lunch, we have been committed to writing this book together.

The stories we tell in the book come from multiple sources and perspectives. Many come from Myra’s students, as well as her colleagues and friends. Abby, too, has contributed stories from her peers, family, and friends. To expand our reach, we also completed a survey that included graduates of Stanford GSB and others and conducted follow-up interviews with dozens of respondents who offered unique perspectives. We are grateful to those who let us include their unvarnished stories in these pages. While names and identifying details have been changed to protect privacy, we have tried to uphold the spirit of each person’s story. In addition to stories, we’ve included research from academic journals and popular literature. We drew on research included in Myra’s Work and Family course, updating it and adding new sources where relevant.

The injustices in our society regarding race, gender, sexual orientation, age, ability, and class do, in our view, create undeniable disparities in choice. For example, several Black interviewees noted that they had opted for entrepreneurial career paths because of the racism they encountered in corporate America. As one person put it, “The main impact of being Black on my career is that it never made sense to strive for the top of a large organization. [Advancing to a top leadership role] requires too many promotion steps that are subject to bias—either in the assessment of skills or in access to sponsorship.” A Black single parent who had risen to a vice presidency in a Fortune 100 company was even more blunt: “Corporate America was not designed for people like me.” When talented Black professionals see striking out on their own as less risky than staying in large companies, it’s clear that disparities in choice exist even for those with credentials from top schools and employers. While we acknowledge the disparities and discuss some ways to address them, the full extent of systemic change needed for true equity is beyond the scope of this book.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

This book is designed to provide a uniquely integrated approach to decision-making that flexes alongside your goals and priorities. As different parts of your life naturally ebb and flow over time, you may find that certain sections resonate more than others. Once you’ve read chapter one, where we lay out our 5Cs decision-making framework, feel free to either read the chapters sequentially or flip to the ones that feel most relevant at a particular moment in time.

The book begins by outlining the framework that so many have used to make fulfilling decisions that are authentic to their lives, goals, and circumstances. While this framework is structured, it informs your decision-making process, not its results, giving you the flexibility to determine how to proceed, with your eyes wide open. From there, we explore highly charged money and love topics, arranged roughly in the order that people tend to encounter them.

That exploration begins in chapter two, where we look at key decisions related to choosing mates. These decisions can set the tone for the many life-cycle decisions that follow. Subsequent chapters delve into deciding whether to marry; choosing to have children (or not); dividing household work; deciding where to live and when to move; combining a family with a career; traversing rough spots in a relationship and possibly divorcing; and providing eldercare. Finally, we step back and look at the big picture: how societal norms change and how you can become a change agent at your workplace and in your community.

However you use this book, we hope you will return to it often, allowing its 5Cs framework to add ease to your decision-making and improve your confidence. We also hope its stories will reassure you that you are in good company, especially during trying times in life.

Life is full of twists and turns, and tough decisions are inevitable. Yet there are no courses in high school devoted to decision-making, and there is no curriculum that teaches us how to organize alternatives and consider likely consequences. Instead, decision-making is too often presented as an overly limiting and linear exercise, dictating that career decisions be weighed against career goals and love decisions against personal desires. By insulating our priorities from each other, however, we turn love and money into an either/or option, forcing us, for example, to choose the big career or the happy marriage. Instead of accepting that premise, we ask, why not find a way to accommodate both?

To be clear, we’re not talking about “having it all,” or even having it all (but just not at the same time). We’re talking about getting very clear about what you want and then making informed trade-offs to pursue your personal and professional goals. As women born nearly four decades apart, our experiences have proven that we can all ultimately realize more of what we desire—whatever our gender or life stage—if our approach to decision-making is sufficiently integrative and thoughtful. This book, and the 5Cs framework presented within its pages, provides that flexible yet sturdy framework, which factors in the many important priorities and people in your life. As a result, you will become able to uncover more options, create better results—and experience more ease and enjoyment along the way.

Money and love, love and money. Popular culture got it wrong; love is not a fairy tale, and money is not a limitation. Both money and love are at their most powerful when they’re working together, to help you and your loved ones build and grow the life you most desire.

We wrote this book to offer something that has been missing from existing decision-making content: a career and life guide that takes relationships into account; a decision-making framework that applies to the most personal of choices; and a roadmap for making the biggest decisions of your life—those about love and money—that will resonate with everyone.

We consider ourselves optimistic realists. We tackle a host of thorny issues in this book, yet many of our early readers said they found the book comforting, and we hope you will, too—but we also hope it will spur you to action at both a personal and a societal level. And we hope you will share it with family, friends, and connections of all ages, including younger ones. The earlier in life people start making well-considered decisions, the happier and wiser they will be.

Few aspects of our lives are as fundamental to health and happiness as love and money, yet historically they have been pitted against each other. Which matters more? Which one do you choose? This book is titled Money and Love because in our experience, money and love are an invitation to live a life that’s more closely aligned with our values and desires. We hope you’ll accept that invitation and use these pages to access the untapped potential in yourself and your life.




One

Introducing the 5Cs Framework

They say hindsight is 20/20, but what if our decision-making “vision” is merely clouded rather than impaired? When Lauren suddenly and unexpectedly had to choose between marrying Greg (and staying in California) or accepting a full scholarship to a top graduate school (and moving to New York), she was understandably overwhelmed. Should Lauren marry a man she loved and had been dating for three years? Or should she attend a selective school that would pave the way for the career she wanted? How could she possibly choose? If her choice was “wrong,” would she sabotage her entire future?

Philosopher Ruth Chang argues that big decisions are life-altering, but only when they have desirable alternatives are they also hard decisions.1 In other words, when more than one choice has positive attributes, a big decision also becomes a hard one.

As a society, we’ve been programmed to believe that it’s practical to make tough decisions in a compartmentalized way. Conventional career wisdom doesn’t take account of choices about relationships, and typical relationship guidance doesn’t tell us how to make career decisions in light of those relationships. Instead, we’re counseled that if we have a professional decision to make, we should think about the job and career we want. If we have a romantic decision to make, we should think about the love life we desire. Realistically speaking, as in Lauren’s case, emotional decisions (love) inevitably affect financial well-being (money), and vice versa. We can’t make good decisions about our lives without looking at the whole picture.

OVERRIDING THE QUICK-DECISION IMPULSE

Making holistic decisions that optimize for the long run isn’t easy. Social science research (and experience) underscores our innate tendency to narrowly focus on the short term, on a limited subset of factors, or both. In his landmark book Thinking, Fast and Slow, Nobel laureate Daniel Kahneman describes two systems the brain uses to form thoughts.2 System 1 is intuitive and emotional, and it is the system we typically default to when we’re tired, rushed, or in an especially optimistic mood. This is the part of our brain that convinces us to mutter “Sure, whatever,” when we’re too overwhelmed to consider consequences or “Let’s go for it!” when we’re feeling so upbeat that we can hardly imagine a negative outcome. System 2 is something else altogether. As the more thoughtful and logical approach, System 2 requires deliberate effort. This is the part of our brain that hears our “Sure, whatever,” or “Let’s go for it!” and asks, “Wait, is this really a good idea?” or says, “Hang on; let’s take a step back and consider all the factors.”

System 2 thinking can provide a crucial check on our impulsivity and biases. Much of this book is dedicated to helping you engage System 2 when making decisions about love and money—to slow down your process, creating the space for you to examine your decisions from more than one angle. By doing this, you’ll be likely to make decisions that are more informed and intentional. This isn’t always as simple as it seems. At times, people believe they are making considered decisions, but they are still relying on knee-jerk responses that may not serve them in the long run.

THE VALUE OF PLANNING . . . IN AN IMPERFECT, UNCERTAIN WORLD

Even the best-laid plans can go sideways when we least expect. As the old Yiddish saying goes, “Man plans, and God laughs.” It’s a catchy maxim that’s sometimes quoted as the reason to forgo planning altogether. After all, the thinking goes, what’s the point of planning when outcomes are inherently unknown? There’s another saying that, however cliché, may better capture the realities of planning: “When you fail to plan, you plan to fail.” No one can guarantee that planning will net you your intended outcome. Case in point—how many of us sat down in 2019 to plan how we’d adapt to pandemic life in 2020? (Hearing crickets? We are, too.) However, even in our imperfect, uncertain world, planning remains a valuable and important exercise. By skipping planning, you significantly increase your chances of not getting what you want.

When you make decisions about love and money, much of the information you may assume you need will be unattainable because it requires predicting an undefined future. For example, planning to have a second child means accepting that you don’t yet know about that child’s health or temperament. Even with this uncertainty, making intentional decisions using a thorough process will improve the quality of your thinking and your decisions. If the outcomes aren’t what you expected, your “mental muscle” will be better equipped to adjust your decisions to your new circumstances.

A LOGICAL APPROACH TO LOVE AND MONEY

How, when, and how often we plan is, to some extent, a reflection of personality. Some of us start planning at a young age and never stop. Abby, at just nine years of age, kept a journal at summer camp that she used to preselect what she’d wear each day (a story she still can’t tell without chuckling with mild embarrassment). We also know a woman who creates a spreadsheet listing everything she needs to pack for each vacation she takes. Whether by nature, habit, or some combination of both, people like these undeniably qualify as “planners.” Planning is just what they do. Others, however, abhor planning and everything it entails. For some, it feels too tedious; for others, it seems like a fun-killer. People have different styles, and it’s important to honor that fact. However, even the most spontaneous soul can benefit from advance consideration of major decisions involving love and money, if only to minimize regret.

Popular culture has long drummed the idea into our heads that true love “sweeps you away.” Given that planning is a deliberate, cerebral exercise, some initially view love and planning as inherently incompatible. In reality, however, taking a deliberate approach toward love doesn’t diminish it. Rather, by entering into a relationship with a clear-eyed view, you’re more likely to enjoy more love for a longer period precisely because you’re able to avoid some of the pitfalls associated with relationships. The same is true of money. By considering how to use it well, you ultimately gain more freedom to enjoy the possessions and experiences you do invest in.

If it’s not in your nature to do so, you don’t ever have to crack open a journal or create a spreadsheet, but by using the decision-making framework we lay out in this chapter, you can expand and elevate the thinking behind your money and love decisions. This will help to clear the mental and emotional fog we all inevitably experience when we face decisions that are both big and hard. In other words, this approach will bring your decision-making vision closer to the 20/20 level we once assumed was achievable only through hindsight.

THE 5Cs FRAMEWORK

“When we seek advice, we rarely want to be told which option to choose. We’re usually seeking guidance on how to approach the decision,” observed organizational psychologist Adam Grant. “The best advice doesn’t specify what to do. It highlights blind spots in our thinking and helps us clarify our priorities.”3

Our five-step framework, which we call the 5Cs, can improve the quality of your decision-making about both love and money and your confidence in the outcomes it produces. The 5Cs will also give you the courage to face tough choices you might otherwise avoid.

Step One: Clarify What’s Important to You

To make an effective decision, you first need to consider what you really want. This means thinking carefully about what you care about and what you don’t. Making that distinction often sounds easier than it is. When Lauren took time to think about whether she’d marry Greg or attend graduate school, she realized just how much she wanted a loving marriage and a fulfilling career. What she didn’t want was to have to choose between two parts of her life that felt intrinsic to her well-being. Coming to this realization was more complicated than it seemed. She had been dating Greg for three years, and her friends and family expected her to marry him. Rejecting the need to choose between her relationship and her career might mean losing Greg and then disappointing all the people who cared about them as a couple.

Being willing to consider our own desires takes courage because often, we’re unconsciously jumping through hoops other people have set up for us. High achievers in particular may relish checking off accomplishments on a list. We could all be more diligent about making sure the only items we allow on our “life lists” are the ones we truly want, not the ones our parents or society expects.

Defining our wants apart from those of others is made more difficult by something we all experience called “mimetic desire,” a term coined by French anthropologist René Girard that describes desires shaped by those around us. For example, if your friends all start buying houses, you may start feeling that you should, too, even if you’re happy renting. Often, we don’t realize how influenced we are by the behavior of people we admire. Of course, brands and advertisers have been aware of this phenomenon since at least the 1700s, when Wedgewood made a tea set for King George III’s wife and marketed its products as having “Royal” approval.4

By taking the time and space to engage in thorough self-reflection, you can determine what you do and don’t want. During this process, it’s important to let your deep-down preferences rise to the surface and to separate those preferences from emotions such as jealousy, anger, sadness, and fear. As you acknowledge your emotions, you can generate self-compassion and gently put your emotions aside to pinpoint your true desires. This can require some digging because big emotions tend to be front and center and may mask, or even hide, your true preferences. Taking time to yourself, away from the thrum of daily life, can help you focus. The time-out doesn’t need to be elaborate—sometimes a simple solo walk in a natural setting will do the trick. At other times, it may take a longer period of time, not only for you but also for your partner, if you have one.

Marion and Anika had both been married to men before they came out as gay. Now both divorced with adult children, they had been in a loving relationship for five years. When same-sex marriage was legalized in their state, Marion wanted them to get married. However, Anika was unsure, and after months of discussion, she still felt unwilling to make that commitment. She had felt rushed when her husband proposed marriage many years earlier but had married him after her parents encouraged her to accept. She didn’t want to repeat the same mistake. Marion suggested they pause their relationship while Anika figured out what she wanted. Anika agreed to reach out to Marion once she had clarity. Much to Marion’s surprise, she didn’t hear from Anika for almost a year. During that time, Marion dated other women, but her experiences only reminded her how much she missed Anika.

When Anika finally appeared at Marion’s front door saying she was ready, she’d been in therapy for a year and felt she’d learned a lot about herself and what she wanted. Marion was ecstatic to see her and delighted to hear that Anika wanted to renew their relationship. Marion and Anika soon married, and they have been together for more than ten years. Their time apart wasn’t easy, but it deepened their bond and gave Anika the opportunity to gain much-needed clarity.





When to Postpone Decision-Making

According to traditional philosophers such as Plato and Descartes, passion should never inform rigorous decision-making.5 It just gets in the way. However, in the real world, human decisions almost always involve emotion, and this is particularly true when the decisions concern money and love because the people making the money decisions are in loving relationships—with partners, spouses, parents, or adult children—and because every decision has both financial and emotional dimensions.

Still, it’s important to engage System 2 thinking—logic and thoughtful consideration—in your decision-making. As a rule of thumb, it’s best to avoid making important decisions in haste, anger, or fear. Remember, too, if you have a partner, to seek out their insight and perspective, even in decisions that seem to affect only you.






Step Two: Communicate

As you clarify what you want, you need to communicate with the other person or people who will be most affected by your decision. Two-way dialogue is the cornerstone of every healthy relationship. John Gottman and Julie Gottman, relationship experts and bestselling authors, assert that trust and commitment are the two main pillars of a sound relationship. Both are strengthened by frequent communication.6

Given that communication about a relationship requires both people to be clear about what they want, self-reflection and two-way communication should occur in tandem. Each new topic raised in the relationship requires additional self-reflection, followed by more communication. You might think of it as a double helix, which is the shape of a double-stranded DNA molecule, with two spiral staircases wound around each other.

When Lauren initiated this kind of communication with Greg, she learned that he was envisioning a traditional marriage in which he would be the breadwinner and she would stay home. That gave her the opportunity to ask herself whether she was willing to let go of her dream of having a family and a career. The answer to that question was ultimately a hard no. Although saddened by the situation, Lauren ended her relationship with Greg and accepted her scholarship. To this day, she maintains that it was one of the best decisions she’s ever made. Currently the chief curator at a major museum, she has been happily married for more than a decade. She and her husband divide household responsibilities, are equally involved parents, and are supportive of each other’s careers and other dreams.

When and How to Communicate

The pattern of communication that couples establish early in their relationship is important. Patterns can certainly shift over time (especially with intentional effort), but the way you start out will likely affect your communication throughout your relationship. If you’re dating or in a newer relationship, overinvest in communication during the early months and years. Share how you’re feeling about things that happen to you and decisions you make, both big and small, and share why you feel that way, even if it seems obvious to you. If you’re in a more established relationship, try opening the lines of communication slowly; suddenly unleashing a torrent of thoughts and feelings may be overwhelming to you both.

Good communication isn’t always polite and calm. Sometimes it’s incredibly awkward and uncomfortable. Sometimes it involves raised voices and, later, apologies for what was said in the heat of the moment. If you grew up in a household in which your parents didn’t openly disagree, you’ll need to learn how to do this productively. As one couple expressed on the eve of their ten-year anniversary, “We have figured out our cadences through practice, some tense conversations and more than a few full-out fights, and in general a ton of communication. Even if not all of it is done well, we don’t shy away from trying to talk about it.” The operative word here is “trying”—even if you don’t always succeed, it is far better to keep trying to communicate than to withdraw or shut down, a practice known as stonewalling. The Gottmans have called stonewalling one of the “Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse.” Along with criticism, contempt, and defensiveness, it is one of the negative communication styles that they believe can predict the end of a relationship.7 Investing in communication is a signal that you value the other person and their feelings and viewpoints.

Step Three: Consider a Broad Range of Choices

Before making a decision, it’s important to generate a broad range of possible choices. Few decisions are strictly either/or, and one key to better decision-making is widening your alternatives. Have you inadvertently taken possibilities off the table that deserve consideration? Have you framed a decision too narrowly and created a false choice between two options? Are there any solutions that would allow you to have your cake and eat it, too?

Min and Yong, both originally from Shanghai, met when they were working for a large investment bank in San Francisco. After they married, they attended the same business school, both focusing on finance. When Min gave birth to their first child, she took a year off from school to care for their daughter full-time, with some help from Yong, who continued his studies. When Yong graduated and began a full-time job based in San Francisco, Min returned to school. By then, however, Yong was traveling frequently and could help care for their daughter only on weekends. On the recommendation of a classmate, Min joined a childcare cooperative with two other student families. For a while, the arrangement worked. But soon Min found that the number of hours that she needed to provide care for her own daughter plus the other young children made it difficult to keep up with her studies. When a slot opened at the university day-care center, she placed her daughter in day care with great relief.

By the time of her graduation, Min had received a job offer from the same prestigious company that employed her husband. Accepting the job meant they would both be based in San Francisco, but it also meant they would both have to travel a lot. Min very much wanted to accept the job, but what would they do about childcare? Daytime childcare alone wouldn’t work because they would need evening and some weekend care also.

They soon began interviewing for a live-in nanny but couldn’t find an applicant who would make a suitable “third parent.” With demanding jobs that required so much time away, they had to find someone they could trust completely with the care and, to some degree, the upbringing of their child. “We need to think out of the box here,” Min told her husband.

After several weeks of thinking and talking with each other, as well as with friends in dual-career couples, Yong had an idea. They needed to be near their families! That seemed to be how many dual-career couples with travel-heavy jobs made parenthood work.

His employer (soon to be hers as well) had offices in Shanghai, where both sets of parents still lived. Would the company agree to transfer them to Shanghai? And would their parents be willing to play a major role in raising their daughter? Thinking broadly paid off. Their employer agreed to base them at the Shanghai office, and their parents were equally enthusiastic about helping to raise their granddaughter. Min and Yong were fortunate to have such support, but they also put time and energy into brainstorming options that initially seemed “out there.”

Step Four: Check In with Friends, Family, and Other Resources

At different points in the decision-making process, it can be helpful to check in with others. These check-ins can serve different purposes. For Lauren, talking with trusted confidants helped her gain clarity about what she wanted. (Vocalizing thoughts and feelings can be especially helpful if you do your best thinking when talking aloud.) For Min and Yong, reaching out to friends in similar situations opened their eyes to a broader set of options they could consider.

Before Abby took Myra’s class in graduate school, she was planning to work part-time after becoming a parent. To explore that option in more depth, she did some check-ins, but instead of consulting only friends and colleagues, she also sought out published research. During that process, she learned about the wage penalty of at least 20 percent for part-time work. In Myra’s class, she then discovered that part-time workers also typically receive fewer employee benefits (more on this topic in chapter seven).8 Since equity has always been one of Abby’s core values, the idea of making less per hour for the same work done by someone who worked full-time did not sit well. Scrapping her plan to work part-time, she resolved to figure out a way to work full-time after having kids and to try to effect much-needed change in this area (we explore that in chapter ten.)

Sometimes the best check-ins come from unlikely sources. A neighbor, an acquaintance, or even a stranger may offer just the inspiration you need. For Ava, her most beneficial check-in was an indirect one. After she had spent twenty years out of the workforce, her youngest was graduating from high school, and she was ready to return to work. The idea of getting a job, however, felt overwhelming. “Who would want someone with a two-decade gap in her resume?” she asked her husband, Mike, adding that she didn’t even know what kind of job or which industry she would pursue.

Mike was supportive of Ava’s desire to return to work, and he casually mentioned her predicament to someone on his adult league baseball team. “Ah,” Mike’s teammate said, “my sister just went through the same thing. I’ll give you her email in case Ava wants to contact her.”

When Ava reached out to this woman she’d never met, a new world opened before her. To Ava’s surprise, there were now companies that specialized in helping women return to the workplace after pausing their careers. Suddenly, she had access to a wealth of online information—blogs, coaches, webinars, and fellow job seekers. While her job-hunting journey proved circuitous, she eventually began a new career that she loves, working as a paramedic. It all started with Mike casually mentioning Ava’s situation to his teammate.

There are some money and love decisions, such as how to return to the workplace after a career pause, where it’s helpful to have as many conversations as possible; however, for other decisions, seeking input from only a few people can be the best course of action. One woman noted that when she was deciding whether to have a child, she limited her check-ins to just a few people whose opinions she really trusted. She felt that getting too much input too early on could be overwhelming, even discouraging.

It can also be helpful to get creative. Nadia’s husband has a physical disability that emerged years into their relationship (the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention estimates that one in four adults in the United States lives with a disability that impacts major life activities).9 Since the onset of his disability, her husband has been unable to complete most household tasks, and the bulk of that work now falls on her. When they began to contemplate having children, she found that traditional advice for dual-career households wasn’t relevant to their situation. However, when she checked in with friends and colleagues who are single parents, she found their insight both pertinent and useful.

When you’re doing check-ins, stay open. You may be surprised by which perspectives and sources lead you toward the most optimal solutions.

Step Five: Explore Likely Consequences

Arguably one of the most difficult aspects of decision-making is trying to predict the likely consequences of each major alternative. We all lack the crystal ball we would like for this work, but even amid massive uncertainty, you’ll make better choices after considering the possible consequences of alternative paths. You may already do some version of this when you make a decision, and if so, remember that love and work are intricately intertwined, so a work decision will likely have repercussions for those you love, and vice versa.

Anticipating likely consequences begins with categorizing possible outcomes. For example, suppose you are thinking of accepting a job in another city. First, look at the job itself. What might go wrong? This is similar to conducting a “premortem,” which has become popular in the business world. In a premortem, you proactively predict what could cause a project to fail so you can construct appropriate safeguards in advance.10 Asking what might go wrong is an excellent way of beginning to unearth a decision’s possible consequences, but you should also be sure to ask yourself what might go right. What consequences might prove advantageous?

Using that same example of considering a new job in a new city, here are some specific questions you might ask to anticipate consequences of a new job: How do you feel about the person who will be your boss? How would you describe the company culture, based on what you’ve seen, heard, and experienced? Is the amount of travel you have negotiated likely to change? If the new company is a start-up, what is your backup plan if it fails? What are some potential advantages of the new job? Then, considering the move to a new city, you might ask questions like these: How might living in the new city affect your partner and their career? How about your kids, parents, and friends? Do you know anyone in the new city who can serve as your “anchor friend” (someone who will introduce you to their friends in the area), or will you have to develop a new network on your own? What are some likely benefits of the new city?

Once you’ve considered potential consequences, assign probabilities to each. No one can do this perfectly. As with communication, the goal here is simply to try; do your best based on whatever information and experience you can access. Doing check-ins can help you get a more realistic picture of probabilities. For example, connecting with parents of kids of similar ages as yours could prove helpful. You also might spend a week in a rental in the city or neighborhood you are considering to get a more realistic picture of what living there might be like—to prototype the experience, in the parlance of design thinking.

You might also consider how your decision might play out over different time horizons. We like to frame the consequences this way: the immediate (the next few months); the short term (the next six months to two years); and the long term (beyond the next two years). Often, what may seem like negative consequences in the immediate or short term end up becoming neutral or even positive over the long term. Returning to our moving example, it might be challenging to make new friends in a new city immediately, but you’ll likely have developed some friendships in two years’ time.

If seeking answers to these questions seems like a long and winding road to analysis paralysis, rest assured, it’s not. Many of these questions are likely already in the back of your mind. By consciously focusing on them, you can face your fears and get the information you need. In other words, bringing all the likely consequences into the open helps you tame the bogeymen and prepares you to make an intentional decision.

Matt and Claire discovered how to get through a bottleneck in their decision-making during the coronavirus pandemic. For years, Claire had been turning down job offers in other cities because Matt was reluctant to move away from his professional and social network. Once the pandemic hit, however, he changed his tune. Sheltering in place without in-person contact with friends and colleagues for months on end made Matt realize that what he needs most in life is Claire and their children. Once he had that clarity, he became much more open to the idea of moving.

As we move forward and explore some of the dynamics behind commonplace, sometimes hot-button, love and money decisions, we’ll continually refer back to the 5Cs framework—clarify, communicate, consider a broad ranges of choices, check in with trusted sources and confidants, and explore likely consequences.

CHAPTER ONE EXERCISE:




Framework for Making Decisions About Money and Love

This exercise is designed to help you apply our 5Cs framework to a money/love question that is top of mind for you right now. Jot down your initial thoughts here, and then refine your answers as you continue reading subsequent chapters.

CLARIFY

What money/love question is top of mind for you right now?

[Your Notes]

What matters most to you about this decision?

[Your Notes]







	I want:
	I don’t want:



	1.
	1.



	2.
	2.



	3.
	3.




COMMUNICATE

Who will be most affected by this decision (besides you)?

[Your Notes]

What would you like to tell them?

[Your Notes]

What would you like to ask them?

[Your Notes]

CHOICES

What are some potential solutions? (Try to generate at least four or five.) Have you framed the options broadly enough? Revisit these after the next step, adding to your list if possible.

[Your Notes]

CHECK IN

How will you learn more?

People who may be helpful:

Other resources to explore (books, articles, etc.):

[Your Notes]

CONSEQUENCES

Using your best guess, how do you think your decision might play out in the following time frames?

Immediate (next few months):

[Your Notes]

Short term (next six months to two years):

[Your Notes]

Long term (beyond two years):

[Your Notes]

What are some ways you might prevent potential negative consequences?

[Your Notes]

When you’re ready, write down your decision, along with a few notes on why you landed there. Continue to refine your thoughts as you read. Keep the paper where you can find it if you have misgivings later, and then move on with your life.

[Your Notes]




Two

Finding Your Person

Dating and Mating

From Hollywood and the music industry to Bumble, Tinder, and social media, it’s clear that we’re still madly in love with love, weddings, and honeymoons. Yet even as growing numbers of people swipe right or click on their ideal match, marriage rates—which were at a historic low by 2018—have continued to decline.1

Meanwhile, popular culture perpetuates the ideas that “real” love leads to marriage, that marriage is only about love, and that if it’s true love, money doesn’t matter. But is love really all it takes for a long-term relationship, married or not, to succeed? As gender roles shift, and our lifestyles and priorities are continually rocked by everything from technology to a pandemic, decisions about dating, mating, and deciding whether or not to marry feel more loaded than ever. Increasingly, the way we approach these decisions is paramount.

IS MARRIAGE STILL THE GOAL?

The institution of marriage has been a fundamental building block of society for millennia. Not surprisingly, it has also had an enormous impact on how we define committed relationships. As a result, most discussions about long-term relationships still lead to a discussion of marriage. However, that may be changing as more couples delay marriage or even opt out of it altogether.2

Our collective focus on marriage as the end point of any good relationship, particularly in the United States, isn’t always positive. In fact, focusing on marriage too early in the dating and mating process sometimes lessens the chances of creating a mutually supportive, loving relationship. Given this, as well as the fact that more people are delaying or opting out of marriage—only time will tell which of these is actually occurring—the discussion in this chapter integrates marriage but doesn’t assume that wedlock is the de facto goal. The topic of marriage is covered in more depth in chapter three.

A NEW LTR MINDSET

In January 2022, the New York Times published an essay by Kaitlyn Greenidge in which she reflected on the loneliness and joy of her pandemic life as a newly single mother living in her own mother’s house with other relatives. Framing her experience in the context of the overall decline in marriage rates, she wrote: “We are living through a time when all the stories the larger culture tells us about ourselves are being rewritten: the story of what the United States is; what it means to be a man or a woman; what it means to be a child; what it means to love oneself or other people. We are imagining all of this again so that these stories can guide and comfort us rather than control us.”3

This enlightened, hopeful approach is an important starting point for our discussion of dating, long-term relationships (LTRs), and marriage. According to the 2020 Census, there are approximately thirty-six million solo dwellers in the United States.4 This isn’t new news; the number of single people has been increasing steadily for decades.5 While research has indicated that married people live longer and are likely to have better health outcomes in some circumstances, those health benefits vary by gender, socioeconomic status, and the marriage itself.6 Separate research also indicates that single people are discriminated against at work, by being expected to work longer hours without extra pay, and medically, by being viewed as of lower priority when they need certain kinds of urgent procedures.7 This bias against single people may explain some of the health “benefits” of marriage.

There are advantages to being single, too. Single women in particular may have improved career opportunities.8 Furthermore, as the number of single people has increased, the stigma associated with having children outside of wedlock has been steadily fading, which may help to reverse the bias against unmarried adults.9 Our point? Progress is never perfect, but the historical norms dictating that real love leads to marriage seem to be changing. Even if marriage rates do eventually rebound, our collective approach to lifelong commitment will likely look noticeably different for you than it did for your parents. With increased flexibility about what a successful long-term relationship is, we may discover new options. Ironically, with less pressure to get married, we may also be better able to create the authentic outcomes that we desire, whether these are loving relationships, fulfilling careers, and perhaps parenthood, as well as our desired lifestyle.

FINDING A MATE

Looking for someone to build a life with is an extremely emotional process. It produces the highest of highs when it’s going well and the lowest of lows when it isn’t. There’s also still a lot of societal pressure to find someone “soon” (before the biological clock runs down) and to find the “right” someone. Even though using our framework and recommendations can smooth the process and help you make more satisfying decisions, you may feel as if lady luck has abandoned you for significant chunks of time. This doesn’t mean you will be alone forever.

Time spent alone can be valuable, helping you to define what you want and need in a life partner. As much as you can, try to relax and enjoy the ride. Being single doesn’t have to equal loneliness. In fact, people in couples (and even parents with multiple children) can and do experience loneliness. Single people also tend to be more social, and have larger social networks, than married individuals.10 Remember also that these and other societal norms are changing. Instead of succumbing to the idea that being single is a burden, embrace it and the opportunities it provides. Changing jobs or careers, moving to a new city or country, pursuing additional education, overhauling your entire lifestyle—these options and others are often more accessible for singles. Your freedom is at a peak. You may use it in whatever ways you most desire.

SHELVING THE STORYBOOK

As popular legend has long told it, we’re each destined to meet “the one.” But with nearly eight billion people on the planet, the myth that we each have a “one and only” seems unlikely. Chasing this mythical individual you’re “destined” to end up with can be counterproductive and add unnecessary stress, especially for those feeling the pull of the biological clock.11 Instead of searching for your one and only, focus on finding someone who’s as well suited to you and your needs as you are to theirs. The quality of the connection between two people is the heart and soul of any successful, lasting relationship.

As you shed the burden of needing to find your “destined” mate, you can also cast off the love at first sight—or lust at first sight—fantasy.
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