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Introduction

Our story is a counterintuitive one. We spent our advertising careers breaking rules, challenging the status quo and prodding others to do the same. But rather than punishment, we found reward, with ever-bigger leadership roles. Ironic, considering that we started as two women who had exactly no ambition to be the leaders of anything; we just wanted to do good work, enjoy life with friends and family and have fun along the way. In the advertising business, this is more likely to help you beat a path to “early retirement” than the corner suite. But we found that ignoring the norms of our business put us on the fast track, not the bread line. Much of our success has come not in spite of motherhood but because of it. We’re women who had to be pushed through the glass ceiling by others (including men). And we never would have become leaders if we hadn’t done it together: two, two, two mints in one.

This isn’t to say it was a glass-smooth journey. Over our long career together, our rule-breaking ways landed us in trouble. Often. But we wouldn’t have done it any other way. And this career-making strategy started with a bar of soap.

The litmus test

In the early 1990s, as a newly minted creative team, we managed to incur the disdain of the advertising establishment right out of the gate when we shattered some time-honored rules in creating a campaign called “Dove Litmus Test.” It proved to be pioneering. Not only did we help sell a stupid amount of soap, but “Litmus” paved the way for Dove’s Campaign for Real Beauty, which reached millions of people and sparked a global debate about our culture’s warped definition of beauty. For us, it ignited a personal interest in looking much more closely at what women are up against at home and at work.

The tipping point for Dove, and our careers, came when the brand’s thirty-five-year-old patent expired. Our new client at Lever, Peter Elwood, was worried that a competitor had a clone in the works. This was the first time in years that Dove’s comfy spot at the top of the soap aisle looked shaky. We agreed with him: the bar with “1/4 moisturizing cream” needed a face-lift.

Because we were new to Dove’s marketing team, Peter thought we should understand the product fundamentals. He organized a technical briefing where people in lab coats gave us a crash course on all the unique aspects of the bar we’d grown up with. We learned that Dove isn’t a soap, technically. It has a non-soap ingredient developed during World War II to clean the skin of burn victims. Because of that, Dove is pH neutral, one of the fundamental reasons it’s easier on skin: “It doesn’t strip away skin oils like soaps do. ‘Squeaky clean’ skin is actually dried out, easily irritated.”

“Which soaps?”

“All soaps.”

Do you remember those yellow litmus papers from high school science class? Our new friends in the Lever lab told us that if you pressed one up against a wet bar of Dove, it wouldn’t change color because Dove is pH neutral, while other soaps would instantly turn the strip dark blue, indicating high alkalinity. They showed us the jolting color change with five or six soaps, including a “baby soap,” to demonstrate that they were all about the same when it came to pH. They gave us examples of things that are alkaline, things that are acidic and things that are pH neutral, for context. Their little chemistry lesson was a gripper. This was an unexpected way to see the big difference between Dove and all its competitors, but we had to try it ourselves to really believe it. We swept dozens of soaps off the shelf at a nearby drugstore and took over a boardroom back at the office to do our own pH tests. Those little yellow papers turned ink blue again and again and again. Every single bar had about the same pH as Mr. Clean. No, that didn’t mean they’d peel the skin off the user. But that level of alkalinity struck us as rather aggressive. We felt duped by those brands’ ads that blathered on about how mild, gentle, natural and pure their product was.

Sitting on overstuffed couches at Janet’s house with Persian tea in hand, we generated a carpet of quickly sketched storyboards as we tackled the advertising challenge. In a single morning we decided to pitch a campaign to Peter that would recreate in the minds of TV viewers the exact feeling we had when we did the test. The campaign we produced was literally a litmus test. Unlike any Dove ad before it, “Litmus” didn’t show any women, save for a hand. And in another unconventional move, there was no voice commenting on what was happening to lead the viewer, because we wanted this story to be told objectively. Finally, we didn’t end with the “pour shot”—the sacred sign-off through decades of Dove commercials, where moisturizer is magically poured into the shape of a bar of Dove. In this context we thought it would seem gimmicky and distracting. The headline in magazine ads asked, “Do you really need the alkalinity of a household cleaner to wash your face?” The reader could write away for free litmus paper so she could test her own brand. She didn’t need to take our word for it, she could see for herself and decide how she felt.

The campaign was perceived as an enormous risk by top brass at both Ogilvy & Mather, our agency, and Lever in New York. They were not impressed when they saw what we were doing in Canada. We were breaking rules that had been carved in stone not only for Dove but for the larger world of advertising. David Ogilvy, the legendary agency founder, had famously created Dove’s first ad campaign. Who were we to mess with decades of success?

Ogilvy himself wrote a scolding letter saying “science won’t sell.” But the consumer didn’t see it that way. Dove sales went through the roof and their main competitors’ took a nosedive. The campaign reframed Dove and challenged the way other brands were talking to women. It gave them a compelling, intelligent reason to buy a product and didn’t condescend to female stereotypes.

“Litmus” was the blueprint for our success. It was about risk taking and authenticity. There was reward for finding inspiration in unconventional places, listening to unconventional voices and speaking the truth.

We’ve now worked together for over twenty years, thirteen in the chief creative officer’s role at Ogilvy Toronto. We’ve been named “ad women of the year,” been handed lifetime achievement awards and won many of the ad industry’s most prestigious honors (just go with us here: “ads,” “prestigious” and “honors” can all belong in the same sentence). We speak at events around the world, and some nice people call us role models. Today we run our own company, Swim, a creative leadership lab. We’re authors (Pick Me) and longtime career advice columnists (“Ask Jancy”) on ihaveanidea.org. We sit on boards. We’ve made it, by most standards. But along the way, we’ve struggled with many of the issues commonly faced by women in the workplace: poor self-esteem, missed networking opportunities, gender bias, the chronic guilt and exhaustion of balancing career and kids. It wasn’t a straight line upward on a career graph, and the lows were plenty low. We stumbled, fell, stumbled, rose, tripped, flew. In part because we had each other, in part thanks to the faith of others, in part because of real hard work, but mostly because we didn’t know what we didn’t know: we were unconsciously breaking The Rules all the time.

Redefining the game

As two of the very few female leaders in a notoriously sexist industry, we’ve got perspective on what’s in your way, and we think it will serve you no matter what field you’re in. There are many excellent books, countless articles and other tools out there, designed to make a difference. (We had classics like Games Mother Never Taught You on our bookshelves even as students in the 1970s.) But we wanted to try to address some big gaps we see in the dialogue about gender in the workplace, and in the comprehension of what’s really at play today. There’s still much more to talk about. We know “enlightenment” alone isn’t enough; we want to share ideas that will help you build a new plan.

If most women can’t have it all, we can have it a whole bunch, to quote Shelly Lazarus, chairman emeritus of Ogilvy & Mather. And we believe that a big step in the right direction is putting a blowtorch to outdated rules that don’t serve us. It’s time to think a little differently. What if you ignored office politics, took a solemn vow of authenticity and spoke your truth no matter how painful the short-term consequences? What if you asked your boss for what you need to succeed, even as you head out on maternity leave? What if you prioritized mentoring others, even, by all appearances, over your own personal advancement? What if the best people right out of school, packed with ideas and naïveté, could collaborate with the most seasoned for the perfect combustion of creativity to solve problems? And what if, once the leader, you created a culture of teamwork instead of fostering the typical model of “be the hero”? For us, doing these things translated to long-term success.

We had to stop our self-sabotaging behaviors—rules of our own making—that tripped us up as surely as any external force. Ever find yourself cleaning up after a client meeting, playing out the woman-as-caretaker role, while your male counterparts snag a few extra minutes networking in the lobby? Maybe you hold back from expressing a strong opinion because you’re worried that people will think you’re too aggressive; after all, nice girls don’t get in your face. Or maybe you’re run ragged, not firing on all cylinders at the job because you do the lion’s share of the housework and child care—even if your partner offers to do more.

Maybe, like the younger version of Nancy, you don’t think gender bias is an issue in your career. Maybe you feel that if you put your head down and work really hard, you’ll get the life and career you dream of. We’ve been there, done that, and here’s the T-shirt: Hard Work Isn’t Enough. There are other forces at play in the working world, and women need to get a better handle on them if we have any hope of creating careers and lives that truly fulfill us.

Advertising isn’t just about coming up with the Big Idea. It’s about first taking the time to truly understand the target of the brands you’re working for. In our case, that target was usually women. We’ve spent decades studying women’s experiences and often maddening challenges. And we’ve had the opportunity to coach and mentor scores of women through many of those challenges. Here’s what we know: there are a lot of women who could use a better understanding of workplace issues—the ones that make them frustrated, angry, confused, paralyzed. That takes a clear-eyed look at a very big factor: those XX chromosomes you were born with. For better and worse, gender is playing a part in the career of every woman at every level. Yes, still. Sometimes it’s not just you—it’s your gender at play when things go badly. And until you’re aware of that, you’re flying blind.

Seeing and understanding the gender bias that may be invisible to you right now is empowering. We want to help you see what’s really going on around you, and what you may be doing yourself that’s putting potholes in the road. If you know where the land mines are, you can act accordingly.

You’ll hear a lot about our hope for more women in high places, but we don’t have an agenda for you to “get to the top.” Darling, You Can’t Do Both is for every woman who’d like more career happiness, whatever her mission. “More” supposes you’re not currently bounding out of bed every morning, pointed straight at your goals with blue sky, rainbows and unicorns marking the clear path to achieving them.

We still have work to do

Long after we joined the workforce in the 1980s, so many women continue to have a drastically different experience than men. It wasn’t “job done” by the feminists of our youth. We’re all in their debt, but they passed the baton with much left to do. Business was created by men for men a zillion years ago, and women have been in the workplace doing “men’s jobs” for less than seven decades. Maybe it’s to be expected that big problems linger, still directly in your way.

Think of it this way: business is just not designed for female success, despite the unique strengths we bring to the party. The workplace model hasn’t changed to suit us; we’re still square pegs in round holes. Nothing underscores that like the stats: women hold only about 4 percent of the world’s top jobs—and that number hasn’t budged since Don Draper’s day.

The business world has its own set of rules, some explicit, others invisible. These rules tell women how they should act and what they shouldn’t ask for or expect. These rules have created a norm for female behavior in the workplace and punish those who don’t fit the mold. And again and again, the rules suggest to women that when it comes to motherhood and ambition, pick one.

“Motherhood” isn’t a word normally associated with success in the business world, but it should be. When we became mothers, our careers really took off. The same skills that make you a good mother can make you better at your job and ideal for leadership roles. But the ongoing reality is that a lot of us step back when we decide to have kids. There’s a mass exodus of women from healthy careers at that point—maybe because we get signals from both male and female employers that our value will dim when we return from mat leave, or because we don’t anticipate support for our pre-baby goals. Meanwhile, at home, it’s still common to find talented women with partners who are unsupportive of their success. This is as likely to hold back your advancement as anything at work.

It can look harder than ever to pull off the two-full-time-jobs thing with unprecedented pressure to be perfect at both. It’s easy to spot women struggling to be Super Mom at home and Wonder Woman in the workplace, where on top of new time management demands they’re routinely penalized (right along with their not-mom female co-workers) for being too feminine or too masculine and plagued by reluctance to seize the spotlight or accept full credit for their work.

We’re here to tell you there’s a lot you can do to get past the obstacles and achieve your goals. And how about dialing up those happiness levels? You don’t have to follow the old rules. You can bend them, break them, ignore them. This book is the how-to, approached in the spirit of Greek wedding plate-smashing. Done right, there should be some fun to it.

We’ve spent our careers in advertising, and many of the stories in this book come from our industry. But it’s not just for Mad Women. The tools and insights are going to be relevant and useful whether you’re a professor, banker, lawyer, teacher, nurse, butcher, baker, candlestick maker. The lessons in Darling are grounded in both triumphs and epic fails, our own and others’. You’ll hear candid voices from places like medicine, the arts, science, journalism and entertainment. There’s the odd helicopter pilot. (Speaking of others, we’ve changed names and details in some instances, for the sake of confidentiality). To state the obvious: we don’t have all the answers. We’re still learning every day, and we don’t always walk the walk. It’s a journey.

Nothing in these pages is ultimate truth. But we can promise you a big platter of food for thought, and we’ll help equip you to make more money, advance as far as you want to and enjoy your life.

You’ll note two voices as you read: as with everything else we’ve taken on since we first joined forces at Ogilvy, this book was created by both of us. You won’t agree with everything we believe and suggest. Robots singing in harmony isn’t what we’re going for here. We don’t even always agree with each other—how boring would that be?

When you come right down to it, we helped redefine Dove’s brand by reminding people it was different and that its difference was its strength. We’re going to try like hell to do the same for you.


RULE TO BE BROKEN:

If you have a life, you’re not working hard enough.

I got married right out of university. What I knew about a stove at that point was, “Ouch. Hot.” My husband, Farokh, didn’t have a job, nor did I. Neither of us knew what we wanted to be when we grew up. With four hundred dollars a month for an apartment, and a diet of Cheerios with a Frosted Flakes chaser, it was time we learned to cook. That way, we could afford to have friends; maybe we couldn’t eat out, but they could come to us. We mastered Chicken à la King faster than you can say Chicken à la K—and discovered that we loved cooking: outsmarting the dollars, learning the difference between tsps, tbsps and pinches. We started a weekly waifs-and-strays dinner on Sunday nights. First it was our friends around the table, later family, our son, his friends.

Sunday dinner became my creative escape—MacGyvering a meal for eight out of whatever was in the fridge, giving myself weird challenges like attempting three courses in shades of red. For years, it’s been my fortress against the assault of the week, and I keep it walled off. For a long time now, everyone who knows me knows it would take a true code red to get me out on a Sunday evening. Clinging to those few hours is one of the ways I’ve tried to have a life. Sunday night has been one small boundary with a big No Trespassing sign on it. And that means you, boss. But it didn’t start that way.

Our business, like so many others, is not respectful of people’s personal lives, and working on the “Lord’s Day” is just part of the deal. We’ve all heard about or had bosses like Jay Chiat, who told his staff at Chiat/Day, “If you don’t want to come in on Saturday, don’t bother coming in on Sunday.” It’s no surprise that a study by Professor Kim Weeden, from Cornell University, found that today’s employers “often expect undivided attention, loyalty, and time commitments from their employees. In some cases, employees compete over who can put in the most hours.”1 The unspoken rule? If you have a life, you’re not working hard enough. Early in my career, I bought that, hook, line and sinker. I gave everything to my work because I told myself I wanted to and secretly thought I had to. It would take years of feeling overworked and underappreciated for me to realize that the best gift I could give my career was to make room for my life.

First comes the love

I began working in advertising the year after I got married, hated my first job, got myself sacked, took a break and started again. The second time around, I fell for it so hard that for a few years I literally (okay, almost literally) didn’t leave the office. Our CEO toured around at 8 a.m. and then again at 7 p.m., making sure that we knew our hours were roughly morning, noon and night. I know this, because I was there, watching the sunset from my window, and occasionally the sunrise. That was okay with me, because I loved it with a “disappointed-it’s-the-weekend” kind of love. Who needs Sunday night when your work is so much fun?

Because ours is an insanely social business, and I think best when it’s quiet, I took to coming in early to make a dent before the circus powered up for the day. This didn’t exactly mesh with the hours of my night owl art director. Each night before leaving, he hung a cardboard cutout of himself from the ceiling with a piece of string, sat it in his chair, and that was my partner until he showed up around noon and happily worked till midnight. His hours were nonnegotiable. For me, that meant working from breakfast time to midnight snack on an average day. I barely saw my husband except on Friday nights, when we’d go to dinner at our “local,” where I would promptly fall asleep in the booth. If you’re asking, “Why didn’t you work out a compromise where he came in early some days for you and you stayed late some days for him?” the answer is I’d become a bit addicted to burning the candle at both ends; I was proud to be the girl who couldn’t say no. If I was briefed at 6 p.m. and expected to have something ready at 9 a.m., I said sure. If the schedule was cut in half, I said no problem. If I had to give up my vacation, I was “good with it.” If I were going to flatter myself, I’d say I was the go-to girl, but the truth is, I’d let myself become a workhorse and everybody knew it.

Then I got pregnant with Devin. It was a hard, exhausting pregnancy. The late nights at the office took their toll—not to mention the bouts of nausea and vomiting. My partner remained stuck like glue to his work schedule, and I kept up with the twelve- to sixteen-hour days until I couldn’t do it anymore. It was the end of the partnership. When I got back to work after four and a half months, I knew I needed to change my life if I wanted to see my son before he was old enough to say, “Mommy, I never see you.” I tried to work a shorter day, but I didn’t know how. Workhorses don’t say no. Now, baby or no baby, no one could see me any differently. My go-to-girl persona persisted: “Here’s the brief. Can you have something ready for tomorrow morning?”

Then comes the guilt

For the first year of Devin’s life, I was hardly home. I picked up where I’d left off before my pregnancy, with early mornings and late, late nights. Even with a new, more reasonable partner, I gave Ogilvy the lion’s share of each day. I eked out minimal time for baby, an even smaller slice for Farokh, and a sliver for me, alone. It made for an ugly pie chart. It was soul-destroying then, and it’s still painful to think about it now. I was letting everybody down but, brainwashed from the beginning, didn’t know how else to work. I knew I needed to do better by Farokh, Devin and myself. How would I get some time back? I was young and it took me a while to figure out that the only way to change my life was to break my addiction. I needed to find a different job where leaving the office while the sun was still up didn’t feel like a crime, where little windows of time could slide open, and you could use them however you chose: on baby or a movie or sleuthing out the most “perfect pair of cowboy boots, ever.”

Turns out, I wasn’t alone. In a recent study of more than three thousand women, half of them said they didn’t have enough free time, and almost two-thirds said they felt guilty spending what little time they did have on themselves.2 Once upon a time, there was a line between work and not work. These days, most of us have taken a pink eraser to that line; we’re all always on. Free time? What’s that? Between 1998 and 2005, the total proportion of free time available to Canadians dropped by 20 percent.3 Our bosses expect that we’ll be available day and night. Our employees expect the same. And then, there are our families. Wherever we look, women find themselves saying, “Sure, I can do that.”

Nancy and I saw it all the time. Our employee Zahra was juggling a big tech project and some exciting new possibilities on her retail account when we dropped in a third pin: the client on our global food business wanted packaging designed for a new product they were launching. Zahra was the top designer on our team and packaging was her secret passion. “I’m on it,” she said as her face shone with excitement and you could practically see the ideas bubbling in her head. Her workload was heavy, but the deadlines weren’t impossible to manage. Unless you had three young children, a lawyer husband with terrible hours, and a furious devotion to perfection like Zahra’s. Each night when I left, at six or seven or eight or ten, Zahra was glued to her screen. I phoned her from home. “Are you gone yet?” She wasn’t. I called the next night as the minute hand and the hour hand came together at the top of the clock. Midnight, for God’s sake. I said, “Please go home. You’ll do a better job in less time if you leave it till the morning.” Several days later, I tapped my fingers against her door. Through the window, I could see the dark circles under her eyes as she stared intently at her computer screen. I tapped again. She waved me in. “Were you wearing that yesterday?” I asked her. (When everyone dresses in black all the time, it’s hard to tell.)

“Oh—this? No. I went home at two, I think. Look at these.” The screen was filled with her explorations of bottles, jars and cartons, in familiar and unfamiliar materials. Some were terrific, but there was a whole lot of “well, that’s … ordinary.”

“When did you come in this morning?” I wanted to know.

“Hmmm, I slept a few hours, gave the kids breakfast and took them to school, so nine-ish, I guess.”

Zahra was typical of our moms, whose schedule was work-work-family-wor-fami-rk. They weren’t driven by special circumstances. There was no new business pitch or emergency presentation; it was just their commitment and impossible standards. And let’s not forget guilt, because guilt is the operating system of most working moms. So, they almost always put themselves last. Sure, I can put off that hair appointment one more week. So what if I haven’t talked to my best friend since May? She understands. Yes, I should book that doctor’s appointment, but it’s hard to take time off work during the week. Yes, I can come to that meeting at school. Of course, I can get that extra bit of work done sooner. They’re busy every second, yet they have no lives.

Time to give our heads a shake

“No way.” I didn’t believe Dr. Elaine Chin, chief medical officer of the Executive Health Centre in Toronto, when she told me that male executives are more than twice as likely to get regular checkups as their female counterparts. “The more successful the woman, the worse she looks after herself.” I’d always thought women were better about things like doctors and dentists. How often have we heard women say, “My husband would need his arm to be hanging by a thread before he’d go to the doctor”? I was always pressuring my husband to go to the doctor, without thinking about all of my own cancelled doctor’s appointments, and before I knew it a year and a half had gone by. Guilty as charged. Dr. Chin said that between always being on for work, running to PTA meetings, driving kids to dance lessons, play dates and birthday parties, women not only don’t check in with their dentists and docs, they don’t even do what they’re told when they do see them. Exercise goes by the wayside. Many drink and eat more, echoing the behavior of the largely male cohort they spend their working hours with. Dr. Chin pointed to the East & Partners study of four hundred CFOs that showed that 43 percent of the women couldn’t even remember the last time they’d made it to the doctor.4

“Men do better ‘schedule,’” she said. “If it’s in the book, guys do it.” So, startlingly, it wasn’t the men who were missing visits to the dentist, time at the gym or hair appointments (men make hair appointments?). They deal with stress by taking care of themselves and it pays off. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention found that levels of stress-related illness such as heart disease, muscle and bone disorders, depression and burnout are twice as high for women as they are for men.5 Ask a woman, any woman, why she rescheduled her last checkup and she’ll likely tell you she did it because she was too busy. I know from personal experience that when in the thick of work and family commitments, this “busy-ness” means we can’t see past the end of our nose. I’ve come to agree with essayist Tim Kreider’s contention that busy-ness is a trap, to some degree self-imposed.6

Busy isn’t all it’s cracked up to be

Everyone and her children are booked all the time, yet the definition of a good mom is ever harder to live up to: the pre-preschool, the clubs and lessons, the music classes from birth. The days of opening the door and letting the kids run off until dinner are long gone. None of us has time to see friends, to hang out or take a walk, never mind to think or breathe.

We tell our children we want everything for them. We send them to art classes and soccer and circus camps so they’ll grow up healthy and well-rounded. Yet we let our own lives get narrower.

Are working mothers worse at setting boundaries than working fathers? For starters, I suggest you ask yourself how often you’ve heard the term “working father.” In their 2007 book, Through the Labyrinth, Alice Eagly and Linda Carli make the point that in order to fulfill career and family obligations, women sacrifice significantly more of their leisure time than men do. In fact, they noted, “married men have several hours more leisure per week than married women … the equivalent of almost five 40-hour weeks.”7 That’s two hundred hours more “me time” for them, two hundred hours more laundry and homework for us. But 2007 was a lifetime ago. Surely things have changed? Hardly, if you buy into headlines like “Forty Years of Feminism—But Women Still Do Most of the Housework”8 or “Doing Household Chores May Mean Less Sex for Married Men.”9 Yessir. That’s the kind of thing that has men running to load the washing machine.

But then you stumble into a little crack of light: the recent Pew Research Center study that shows a surprising coming together of roles between moms and dads. Yes, moms are still doing more unpaid work, and dads more paid work, but the gap is shrinking as more women go out to work and men contribute more on the home front. The 2012 data shows a sharp uptick in men’s involvement in household chores from four to ten hours per week, and a corresponding downward trend in women’s time doing housework, from thirty-two hours to eighteen.10 The long-term study has been looking at trends since 1965. Moms still spend a lot more time with their kids than dads do, but the trend is up all around. It seems there are signs that men and women both are doing what they can to make life more manageable.

Is help on its way?

Little by little, we’re seeing more men like Trent Burton, creative director of Calgary ad agency Wax, father of two girls and the only guy who ever asked us for paternity leave. He asked for three months and wound up taking two years. No one was more gobsmacked than he to find himself wanting to stay home. “I was terrified to ask for paternity leave even though I knew it was legal. I didn’t know if I would pay a price for it—would I come back to feeling downgraded or to feeling as much a member of the team as I did when I left? I’ve gotta say, it was easier to ask women for the time off than it would’ve been to ask men.”

All the wrongheaded notions around what it’s like to stay home with kids jumped the gender divide and landed right on Trent. Ooh, wasn’t he lucky? Living the easy, breezy vida loca, as his friends said.

Oh yeah, easy. He said, “I suppose it affected my career. I call it my career ‘defect.’” He’d been offered a chance to write TV content in L.A., but it would’ve meant living in La-La-Land, away from his kids. Instead he chose to be an ad agency creative director in Calgary, so he could take his competitive swimmer daughters to Wednesday and Thursday practices. Trent wears the equivalent of a big “Closed for Business” sign on his back from 3 to 6 p.m. There was only one downside: “Dads don’t get invited into the moms’ groups. No one ever called me up and said, ‘Put on your Lululemons, girlfriend, let’s take the kids for a walk. My girls are eleven and thirteen now, and I see a lot more dads starting to do what I did, so they’ll have a community that wasn’t available to me. It absolutely worked for me. And I’m really happy.”

So if it’s true that more men are putting more energy into life at home, shouldn’t that take some of the pressure off women? Shouldn’t we feel incredibly relaxed and all “Aaah, now I can read the hottest book of the summer or fit in that piloxing class. Who wouldn’t want to box while they stretch?” If only it worked that way. Many women take the bits of time they scrounge up through either careful time management or home front help and plow it all back into their careers. They’re well-conditioned to believe that they don’t measure up.

Bumps in the road

Women have excellent reasons to worry that they won’t be taken as seriously as men, so they just keep on trying to prove themselves against the backdrop of institutional hypocrisy. When men become fathers, it’s all pats on the back, awkward man hugs and reward. They’re suddenly seen as more “credible, mature, responsible,” as a 2010 study from the Boston College Center for Work & Family makes clear.11 Guys look more stable when there are kids in the picture—excellent candidates for promotion. And us? Well, we’re just not to be trusted—what if we run off all crazy-like and decide to look after them full-time? It reminds me of old black and white movies from the 1930s where someone was always saying, “You can’t trust a dame.” Having children affects the way people judge our competence and how they think about promoting us.12

Executive recruiter Cathy Preston remembers a female client expressing doubts over hiring a talented recruit because she was a woman of “childbearing age”—which meant the company would potentially have a maternity leave on their hands. Professor Emily Wall of the University of Alaska Southeast says that when male professors brought their kids to work, people would go all soft and say what excellent daddies they were. When she did it, they would say, “Couldn’t you get a babysitter?” At work, we compete for credibility. At home, we measure ourselves against other moms, including our own. Perfect mom. Perfect employee. Perfect wife.

If you have kids, you have a “life outside” whether you want one or not. For most of us, that means struggling with putting in enough time at home, while working doubly hard in the hopes of not being labeled a slacker. As the Center for Work & Family study tells us, kids help men and hurt us, which may be the reason roughly two-thirds of men in senior positions have children, while only one-third of women do. We need to be seen to be doing everything well, to feel that we’re giving 100 percent to our different worlds. Finding a way to feed your own needs? What are the odds? It may not seem permissible, but it is possible.

Taking back the clock

Stephanie, a senior manager at a tech company, told me that she’d had this epiphany: it rests with her to figure out how to have the life she wants. She has two young sons, four and six, a busy husband, and a life that leaves her flattened a lot of the time. “I decided not to come in at nine,” she said. “I come in around nine-thirty, unless I have an early meeting. I didn’t ask for permission. I realized that if I did, I’d put my boss in the position of having to say no, because then she’d have to do it for everyone. I just squared it with the people affected and quietly changed my schedule. My work gets done. No one has a problem with the quality.”

Stephanie said that at first, she felt the need to apologize whenever she came in at nine-thirty. But “Sorry I’m late” just drew attention and made it appear as though she thought herself in the wrong. Now that she’s trained herself to just do it, things go smooth as silk.

She packs her kids off to school, lets a quiet cup of coffee feel like a little luxury and gets ready on her own time. Who’d have guessed that giving yourself the gift of half an hour every morning could make an entire life work better? Thirty minutes to sip coffee and get dressed slowly doesn’t seem earth shattering, but for this time-starved woman, it was transformative. Stephanie’s half-hour in the morning is my Sunday night. And Karen Howe’s brewery.

When Karen’s brother, Cameron, told her he wanted to start a microbrewery and bring the family on board, what could she say but “Lead me to it.” Karen is the creative head of a Toronto ad agency, and also a mom and a marathoner. Her kids were aged two and five. Nope, she wasn’t busy enough. Next thing she knew, she was doing advertising, branding, design, sales, trade shows … and all for a family business. That marathoning was coming in handy. In their first year, Cameron’s Brewing Company won Best New Beer at the World Beer Cup. By rights, the added load should have practically killed her, but for Karen, a change turned out to be as good as a rest. The brewery made her better at her day job. “I had a hobby that taught me how to run a business, gave me a sense of accountability that creatives don’t always have, made me a better salesperson and in the end, clients trusted me more because I understood their risks.”

She couldn’t have done it without help. Her husband, who had the more flexible job, became the class parent, fund-raiser and primary caregiver. And Karen didn’t beat herself up about not being all things to all people all the time. “You can lose parts of yourself after you have kids, but why should you?” she said. “You have nothing to offer anyone if you’re strung out on stress. Doing something completely different gave me perspective.”

Karen took a little pressure off herself at home so she could try being an explorer. Men seem to do this without thinking and without guilt. When Professor Beatrix Dart of the University of Toronto’s Rotman School of Management describes the differences in what men look for in a job—satisfying career, terrific pay—as compared to what women look for—satisfaction; fair pay; time for soccer, homework, visiting the grandparents, friends—it seems clear where the struggle lies. As Leah Goldman says in the Harvard Political Review, “It is simply not possible to work a highly demanding job, cook dinner every night, and make it to every dance recital and baseball game. The difference is that … high-powered men are satisfied with this compromise. They don’t mind working late some days and missing a game or two or having to pick up their own dinner on the way home while the babysitter feeds the kids … For women that may mean feeling as though they are not seeing their children or working enough, but it is a compromise that has to be made.”13

After realizing that I was a top contender for “Bad Mother of the Year Idol” only a year into motherhood, I decided to make some changes. I reclaimed my Sunday nights and have never let them go.

The price of perfect

When we can’t manage it all, we feel harshly judged, by ourselves and by others. She could be better at the job. I can’t believe she missed her son’s school play. At an event we attended a few years ago, the well-respected woman president of a financial institution introduced a speaker, a writer and professor at an Ivy League university. It was an evening event and most of the attendees were other women in business. The intro went something like this:

COMPANY PRESIDENT. Welcome, everyone. I’m glad you’re all here. What a treat you have coming at you over the next hour or so. I know it isn’t always easy to do these kinds of things. Making sure that dinner’s ready and homework’s done so that all he (Dad) has to do is get the food into their mouths and put them to bed. But don’t worry, I’m sure they’ll be just fine. As I was starting to say, you have an incredible treat in store tonight. Professor S. is the renowned author of blah blah blah. Her research into leadership has cast new light on what it takes to blah blah blah.

PROFESSOR S. Thanks for the kind introduction, but was it really necessary to let everyone know what a good mother you are in this particular context?

The company prez is a very accomplished woman with many exceptional credits on her résumé. Yet in that room of her peers, she played the mom card. Was it a little bit of guilt for being out on a Sunday evening? A moment of “we’re all in this together”—with lots of moms in that room? The fear of being found wanting on every side of the ledger can lead us to all kinds of unconscious justification, even to a little wry dad-bashing.

Before we get too carried away with taking it out on Dad, there’s ample evidence that even in homes where the guy offers to help out more, we’ll decline in favor of doing it “our way,” or smile cheerily and redo it after he’s gone. This need for perfection eats into the little uncommitted time we have.

Of course, we want things done well. The work of home deserves as much respect as the work of not-home. However, that drive to have it all under control—and therefore less mom guilt—creeps into even the littlest things: the tautness of a hospital corner, dishes facing east rather than west in the dishwasher. We say we want our husbands to take our kids to soccer or a doctor’s appointment, but we feel terrible when we let it happen, and so we find ourselves saying, “It’s okay. I’ll do it.” Even when it’s clearly the wrong choice.

I will raise my hand here and declare that I am actually not a perfectionist. I believe that some things have to be let go of in favor of other things. For instance, I pretty much abandoned cleaning (hate it!) when my son was little because it ate up so much of the meager time we had together. I couldn’t make a tidy house the focus of my weekends. Oh, it got done often enough that we didn’t have to pretend we weren’t home when the doorbell rang, but that was about it. Pursuit of the “house beautiful” fell right off my to-do list.

When Amy Cross, publisher of Vitamin W, was working out the division of labor with her husband, Patrick, he chose to hire help rather than do the dusting himself—which was just fine with Amy. How Patrick handled his part of the deal was up to him as long as the work got done. It’s not always easy to let your partner take control of some of the household stuff, but it might give you the chance to do something that matters more, something that will enrich your life.

Like making room for some hard-to-come-by friend time.
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