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For my father.
For always honoring my mother’s impact in our home, and for believing in me and this work, too.
What Is a Power Pause?
DEFINITION: A phase of life in which a mother deliberately shifts her time, focus, and energy away from her career and toward her children and household. Through this process, she builds a robust community, develops a deeper understanding of her values, discovers new passions, and finds clarity on what she wants in the future. She comes out stronger—more herself—on the other side.
How to Use This Book
THE POWER PAUSE is for mothers who have the privilege to choose to stay home because it’s what they want, and for mothers who stepped into stay-at-home life with reluctance, knowing it was the choice that best served their family. It’s for mothers who face overwhelming burnout in the workplace and want to downshift, and for mothers whose children are struggling and need attention now more than ever. It’s for expectant and postpartum mothers deciding what to do after maternity leave.
This book provides practical guidance on setting up a fulfilling life as a primary parent, but it also delivers a deeper understanding of what it means to be a stay-at-home mother in America today, along with a history of the cultural and political climate that led us here. The first section focuses on the most significant obstacles I’ve witnessed for women preparing to or trying to embark upon a career pause: reckoning with the identity shift, balancing a new budget, and making peace with the impact on your future career. The second section discusses settling into the season of life as a primary parent and prioritizing your fulfillment and support as you make more room for your family’s needs. The third section is a reminder that even during this pause, you can evolve as a person and, yes, as a professional.
In short, this book follows the arc of a woman on pause: from the decision-making stage, to settling into the day-to-day, to unlocking your potential and embracing your next steps. Feel free to read straight through or jump to chapters that speak to where you are. The Power Pause offers personal stories, expert advice, and plenty of data, all of which I hope will help you journey through this stage of life with clarity, confidence, and even creativity. But like everything in motherhood, it’s yours to make your own. Flag the reframes that work for you, and mark the practices that let you make the bold choices best suited to you and your family right now.
A Note About Language
THERE’S NO PERFECT term for referring to parents on pause. I don’t love the phrase “stay-at-home mother,” but for the sake of simplicity, I use it throughout this book. In my work with my platform Mother Untitled (and sometimes in these pages), I also use “career pause,” “career break,” “downshifted career,” “gray area” (the in-between of stay-at-home and working mother), “lead parent,” and “at-home parent.” Language is powerful, and using it intentionally can help us rewrite the narrative about stay-at-home motherhood.
When I use the words “mom” or “mother,” I am referring to any person who identifies as such. While this book specifically investigates the experience of mothers who pause their careers to stay at home, it’s important to note that one in five stay-at-home parents today are men. This generation of fathers spends more time on parenting than any before, and much of the information in these pages is applicable to any parent who chooses to stay home. Still, men likely encounter their own unique hurdles to pausing, including external judgment for taking on a role traditionally assigned to women, and those challenges are not specifically covered here. The good news: as more women and men reexamine work and family, the time is ripe to rethink how our culture respects and supports parenthood—career pauses included.
Part One
Permission to Pause
1
Discover Who You Are Without a Job Title
FALSE BELIEF
My self-worth and identity are centered around my career, so I’ll be a “nobody” without it. Plus, parting with my paid work means giving up on my ambition.
NEW NARRATIVE
I’m an ambitious and feminist woman embracing motherhood, and that fact will help me discover an identity even more remarkable than my job title. There is no such thing as “just a mom.”
THE FIRST TIME I had to explain “what I do” after leaving my job, I felt naked.
To my credit, I was close to it: wearing a bathing suit with a burp cloth slung over my shoulder. My husband, Dan, and I were chatting with a couple who had camped out next to us at the pool club we’d joined for the summer. Do you ever meet someone and immediately think, Oh, she’s exceptionally cool? Well, the woman holding her baby on the lounge chair next to mine exuded that quality, from her gauzy coverup to her wide-brimmed hat (a look I could never pull off). She seemed effortlessly comfortable, whereas I found the situation—it was my first time parenting in a bathing suit—sweaty and awkward. We chatted about the neighborhood and the ages of our kids. Then the dads took the kids to splash in the shallow end, and it was just us two on dry land.
“So, what do you do?” she asked.
It was an innocent question—the standard icebreaker of my life up to this point. Yet it caught me off guard because, for the first time, I couldn’t give my usual answer: “I run brand strategy for a tech start-up.” After business school, I’d come up with this response to instantly communicate a few impressive facts about myself. “Run” meant that I oversaw a department—shorthand for “I’m talented and was promoted to manager at a young age.” In marketing, “brand strategy” also carries a panache and conveys creativity and analytical thinking. Finally, “tech start-up” implied I was plugged in and with the times.
When my first child, Bodie, was born, I’d downshifted my brand strategy work to two days per week. And now, six months later, I was hatching a plan to quit. Full stop. I’d done a lot of thinking about what that change would mean for my day-to-day life, but until that moment I hadn’t really considered what it would mean for my identity and sense of self. Absent my job description, I realized I lacked a sentence to summarize my ambition and what made me unique. I had a hunch that this woman had a big career, and I wanted her to see that we were, in some way, the same.
I don’t remember the exact stream of words that came out of my mouth as I attempted to answer her—probably phrases like “home with my son” and “used to be in marketing”—but I do recall that I spoke for a long time without actually saying anything. I felt the need to explain and defend my choice, so I talked about having lost interest in brand marketing and the shortage of resources allocated to my department and why I’d become disenchanted with my role. Basically, I offered a mouthful of business jargon without ever actually owning my decision to be home with my kid. In retrospect, I was justifying my choice not to this mom at the pool, who had done nothing but politely inquire about my work background, but to myself. Eventually I trailed off midsentence, redirecting the conversation to something about the babies, putting us both out of our awkward misery. It was clear I had work to do when it came to embracing my new identity as an at-home parent.
I was deep in thought as we loaded Bodie into his stroller and left the pool. Why couldn’t I find the words to describe this new stage of life? Why did the most obvious answer—“stay-at-home mother”—feel wrong? And why did I care what a stranger thought of me, anyway?
Let Me Introduce Myself
My name is Neha Ruch, and I’m the mother to two wildly different kids—Bodie, age eight, and Lyla, age five. Our family resides on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, where we spend quite a bit of our free time shuttling between soccer practice and games, riding scooters in the park, doing craft projects at our dining table, and, like every other family, dealing with tantrums, picky eating, and ungodly early mornings. There are hard days, but I’m not ashamed to say that I love motherhood. This phase of my life has been my favorite so far.
That said, I never planned on leaving my job to raise my kids full-time.
For the decade I worked after college, I viewed my career as redemption for a few troubled teenage years when I underachieved academically (and overachieved socially) as an act of cultural rebellion and an attempt to fit into my predominantly white Massachusetts suburb. I immigrated to the United States from Mumbai at age four. Once I made it to college, I saw professional and educational accomplishment as a calling card, not to mention a way to honor my parents, who had risked a lot to give me opportunities I would not have had in India. I worked nights and weekends throughout my twenties, determined not to squander a single chance to rise up the ladder. My entrepreneur husband was attracted to my work ethic; we met at an industry conference and spent most of our courtship long-distance, venting about C-suite politics and my business school courses over FaceTime. But once I had Bodie, my world and my priorities changed. I knew in my soul that I wanted to be home.
On my first week of maternity leave, as I held Bodie in the white glider in his nursery, bottle feeding with one hand and reaching the ends of the Internet with the other, I felt a sense of calm and contentment that I’d been seeking since childhood—as if a lifetime of anxiety had been lifted from my shoulders. Don’t get me wrong: I fretted over my infant like every new parent, worrying about breastfeeding (or lack thereof) and sleep (once again, lack thereof). But for the first time, I didn’t worry about whether I belonged or where I stood. The prospect of exploring this new version of myself as a mother and letting this sense of peace and belonging transform me was too enticing to ignore.
But there was one wrinkle in my plan: leaving my career would make me a stay-at-home mother—and I knew just what my friends, colleagues, family, and corporate America thought of those.
Bodie was born in January 2016, just a few years after the publication of Sheryl Sandberg’s bestselling book Lean In. This movement-spawning book bolstered countless women’s careers but simultaneously (and much more quietly) fostered new shame around moving from paid work to full-time motherhood or even a part-time job. Everywhere I looked, someone was proclaiming that becoming a stay-at-home mother meant resigning yourself to an indefinite future of domesticity—and that if you didn’t come back from maternity leave, you should forget your dreams of a big job. Even parent-centered media platforms gave little airtime to women committing most of their workweek to home life, instead favoring content focused on keeping women striving toward leadership roles. Women planning their families seemed to have two options: obsess over their careers and embrace full-fledged boss mode (like Sheryl Sandberg), or subject themselves to a selfless, dull existence at home as a stay-at-home mother.
I wanted to stay home but had no intention of being a martyr or giving up my friendships or interests. I also knew the best days of my career were still ahead of me, and I didn’t see why pausing it should damage my prospects or change how others viewed me. I was determined to create a new motherhood narrative for myself and, soon enough, for the other women I met.
At the time, I lived in a fifty-story building just south of Midtown, with young families on almost every floor. Six of my neighbors gave birth to boys the year I did, and we convened in the building’s playroom every afternoon. This unofficial mom group led me to other playgroups and music classes, where I met more women. On social media and in my text and WhatsApp groups, my community of fellow at-home moms grew even more. Each woman I encountered in those early days has been etched into my memory, from the merchandiser who wanted to go back to work but was laid off days after returning from leave, to the single mother who negotiated an extended maternity leave and a part-time schedule in her C-suite role. There was a seventh-grade teacher who transitioned to a part-time role as a math specialist, and a chemical engineer who switched to three days a week at home, then full-time motherhood, because she loved spending the days with her kids so much.
None of these women fit the caricature I’d been primed to expect. We had all established careers before deciding to shift focus to parenthood. Even though our babies were still, well, babies, we were already connecting to like-minded peers, percolating big ideas, and contemplating freelance or flex work opportunities down the line. Yet, just like me, every woman I met had been on the receiving end of some unwelcome commentary about her ambition, mental health, productivity, and contribution to the world. We all felt mislabeled and limited by the stereotype of a “stay-at-home mom.”
Feeling fired up by this mismatch and eager to build my newfound mom group into a broader community, I let go of my part-time consulting work and slowly, in the fringe hours of motherhood, started Mother Untitled. The website is a first-of-its-kind digital community and resource for the ambitious woman leaning into family life. Today, Mother Untitled includes a website, a newsletter, an active Instagram account, and in-person events, and I employ a small team of moms who work for the brand part-time.
For me, Mother Untitled has provided an ongoing focus group to tease apart what I call “the gray area,” the vast and varied space between stay-at-home motherhood and working motherhood, where women embrace part-time jobs, volunteerism, community engagement, and personal growth alongside parenthood. Through Mother Untitled, I’ve discovered that women leaving their careers for motherhood crave more guidance and insight into how to navigate their years at home. They’ve sacrificed a lot to be there and want to make the most of it, but they don’t know how. Many of them feel caught off guard by challenges and wrestle with their new identity and the perception of being lazy and lacking in ambition. They want to return to the workforce someday and worry it will be all on them to figure it out. In running Mother Untitled, I’ve witnessed missteps and triumphs and noticed patterns. I’ve also learned how to minimize the downsides of a career pause and maximize enjoyment and peace of mind. This book is my chance to share all of that wisdom—and heaps of new research and advice—with you.
The Power Pause is a comprehensive guide to approaching stay-at-home motherhood—or a downshifted, part-time career—as an enriching chapter (essentially, the opposite of a death knell for your professional life). I’m not writing this book to argue that stay-at-home motherhood is superior to working motherhood. Children are just as likely to thrive with parents who work; there is ample evidence that high-quality daycare can be more developmentally enriching than a home environment. Staying home with your kids isn’t a virtue, and neither is working.
Instead, this book is here to help you tune in to what feels right for you through each phase of parenthood. And if you feel that you must stay home, either because your children have intensive needs or because your salary is too low to justify the cost of full-time childcare, this book proves you can continue to feel empowered and professionally oriented.
My time away from the workforce occurred in fits and starts—with periods of part-time work and complete pausing, consulting for clients, and immersing myself in the mission-based passion project of Mother Untitled. Learning to regularly recalibrate your career and the time you commit to it—knowing your priorities will change repeatedly—is a big part of this book. So is dismantling the stereotypes of stay-at-home motherhood and creating a new authentic and multi-hyphenate identity. In your power pause, you can become more yourself than ever. You can discover what fills your cup and how to structure your days to feel good.
And the journey begins now.
ABOUT THE DATA IN THIS BOOK
This book references dozens of studies and surveys, and you can learn more about them in the endnotes starting on this page. But I did want to call out one survey referenced more than any other. In 2023, eager to bring new research and well-deserved gravitas to the stay-at-home mom community, I partnered with Proof Insights, an independent research firm based in Maryland, to field a statistically significant survey to one thousand members of the general population and twelve hundred stay-at-home mothers. (All of these mothers had bachelor’s degrees and children under 18 living at home.) My goal was to gather insight and data about the perception of stay-at-home motherhood in America and the lived experience of pausing an ambitious career for motherhood. I refer to this project throughout the book as the American Mothers on Pause survey, or the AMP survey for short. For more information on the survey or to read the full report, visit motheruntitled.com/americanmothersonpause.
Rewriting the Narrative
When I first embarked on a period of stay-at-home motherhood, I was determined to forge a new, empowered path. I wouldn’t be a “traditional housewife” stuck at home in an apron, cut off from the professional world, meekly taking orders from my husband. I would be a feminist homemaker—eventually leading a generation of like-minded, well-educated moms who keep a hand in their careers and communities.
But as I began to dig deeper into the history of motherhood in America—reading books and interviewing historians and sociologists—one fact immediately became clear: the traditional portrait of stay-at-home motherhood, once idealized and now derided, has always been pure fiction. I’m not a historian, so I’m not going to deliver a detailed portrait of motherhood in America. (For that, I highly recommend a few history books that I reference throughout this chapter: Modern Motherhood by Jodi Vandenberg-Daves, Mom by Rebecca Jo Plant, and The Way We Never Were by Stephanie Coontz.) But I want to share a few insights here because once you see that your greatest fear is an invention—not a reality—it becomes much easier to sleep at night.
The archetype of the good woman and good mother as somebody domestically focused, family centered, selfless, and not as involved in the outside world began in the 1830s, says historian Jodi Vandenberg-Daves, the author of Modern Motherhood. But just because that model existed in literature and media doesn’t mean it reflected the reality in American homes. “The majority of American mothers have always worked outside the home,” says Andrea O’Reilly, a professor in the School of Gender, Sexuality and Women’s Studies at York University in Canada, and the founder of the academic discipline of motherhood studies. “The idea that feminists of the 1960s invented working motherhood is wrong,” she says. In the rural economy of the 1700s and 1800s, mothers were active economic producers on the family farm or in the family business. And with the rise of industrialization in the nineteenth century, mothers left their children at home alone or with childminders and worked in factories, just like men. Middle- and upper-class women didn’t work for pay, but they also didn’t care for their kids or clean. That work was left to governesses and housemaids, and mothers were expected to focus on entertaining and volunteer work, says O’Reilly.
Then, at the outset of World War II, women took on manufacturing and clerical jobs vacated by enlisted, wounded, and fallen soldiers. After the war, when surviving soldiers returned home, the media took on what O’Reilly calls “ideological warfare” to get women to vacate these positions. Historian Stephanie Coontz writes in her book The Way We Never Were, “Although 95 percent of the new women employees had expected when they were first hired to quit work at the end of the war, by 1945 almost an equally overwhelming majority did not want to give up their independence, responsibility, and income, and expressed the desire to continue working.” To push women toward home, the nation invented new values, in which housekeeping was a virtue, not a chore to be outsourced or ignored. “Nineteenth-century middle-class women had cheerfully left housework to servants, yet 1950s women of all classes created makework in their homes and felt guilty when they did not do everything for themselves,” writes Coontz. The amount of housework women performed increased in the 1950s, even with the rise of conveniences like boxed cake mixes, electric vacuums, and washing machines.
Because postwar America saw an unprecedented economic boom—with wages rising and the world’s other industrial nations financially devastated—the American middle class widened, and some families could thrive on one salary. The circumstances were a “historical fluke,” writes Coontz, and the family model it enabled sustained itself for only a short period. “The traditional nuclear family lasted maybe fifteen years for twenty percent of the population,” says O’Reilly. “When I tell people that, they are shocked. Most people think that type of motherhood lasted for decades if not centuries.”
Experts largely agree that the housewife ideal became cemented in the American mindset because it arose in lockstep with the invention of television. June Cleaver (from Leave It to Beaver), Lucy Ricardo (I Love Lucy), Laura Petrie (The Dick Van Dyke Show), and Samantha Stephens (Bewitched): these characters lit up TVs in just about every household in America in the 1950s and 1960s and played in reruns that still air today. When these shows debuted, they were pretty much the only entertainment available, and for that reason, they have become an inescapable, universal reference point.
The 1960s and 1970s brought the rise of second-wave feminism and Betty Friedan’s seminal book The Feminine Mystique (1963), which critiqued stay-at-home motherhood to encourage women to step back into the workforce and vie for leadership roles. Feminists began looking at the careers of their brothers, husbands, and fathers. “They were thinking, Why can’t we have that? We have things to contribute. And they were right,” says Vandenberg-Daves. But the intensity of their frustrations and their fervent denigration of stay-at-home mothers fostered an unfortunate side effect: a distinction between “working” and “stay-at-home” mothers grew in the popular discourse. The mother at home was no longer someone others admired for her diligent care for her home and children. Instead, feminists came to view the stay-at-home mom as one to “defend tradition, not stay with the times, and potentially get duped by the patriarchy,” says Vandenberg-Daves. “That was when we put the stay-at-home mom in a category.” It’s also when we saw the rise of horizontal hostility between mom groups (otherwise known as the origin story of the side-eye you got—or gave—at school drop-off).
In 1981, Friedan penned a new book—The Second Stage—in which she shared regret at the way the feminist movement had made female homemakers an enemy rather than an ally. “Our failure was our blind spot about the family. It was our own extreme reaction against the wife-mother role,” she wrote. But as the image of a working mother with a briefcase and a power suit began to take hold, the archetype of the full-time stay-at-home mom remained saddled with a dated, antifeminist reputation, commanding less respect with each passing year. The stereotypical sitcom wife erased the contributions many “at home” mothers made beyond their homes. In reality, “many mothers at that time who were spending a lot of time at home with their kids were also becoming volunteers and community activists,” says Vandenberg-Daves. Also missing from the history books and mainstream media: women working in the gray area in part-time roles or on side projects. Women, particularly women of color, have been at this practice for centuries.
By the 1990s, the mommy wars were in full force. In their book The Mommy Myth, authors Susan J. Douglas and Meredith W. Michaels describe the archetype of stay-at-home motherhood as “a boring, limited woman who had just said ‘uncle’ to patriarchy, spent too much time fondling Tupperware, and because she didn’t work was a poor role model for her kids, especially her daughters.” Thirty years later, America has yet to generate an appealing or authentic replacement for this extreme. Turn on the TV or scroll through social media and you’ll see contemporary descendants of this stereotype. There’s the “Real Housewife,” the soccer mom, the dance mom, the PTA mom, the Queen Bee of the suburban clique, and a slew of Instagram and TikTok influencers who tend to specialize in certain subjects, from crafting to baking to organizing. Very few capture the layered existence of a modern mother.
Almost unbelievably, June Cleaver, the mother from Leave It to Beaver, is still the most likely persona to come to mind when people hear the phrase “stay-at-home mom.” In the AMP survey, 22 percent of respondents wrote that name first when prompted to list famous stay-at-home mothers. The second and third most common responses were Carol Brady and Lucy Ricardo. By contrast, when asked to think of a working mother, the most popular responses were Michelle Obama, Hillary Clinton, and Beyoncé—real women who are deeply admired today.
The fallout from this is evident: ambitious, talented women who want to focus on family life for a chapter have few obvious role models. “Stay-at-home mothers are often looked down upon as if their education has been wasted,” says Myra Strober, labor economist, former president of the International Association for Feminist Economics, and my professor in a favorite class at Stanford Graduate School of Business called Work and Family. “I hear a lot of ‘Who do they think they are?’ and ‘They must have rich husbands,’ and so on. Then, because of Lean In, we also got this notion that stay-at-home mothers are not only privileged but also lazy.”
But if this mini history lesson teaches you anything, let it be this: stay-at-home mothers were never intended to be left out of the feminist movement, and if you pause your career, you have every right to keep your seat at the feminist table. “There’s no one feminism,” says Strober. “To me, the important thing in feminism is to figure out yourself what is it you want.”
I genuinely believe that I became more feminist in motherhood than I was in my most traditionally ambitious work years, when I was employed at an ad agency and did whatever it took to get promoted. Feminism inspired me to start Mother Untitled, a community to support other women rerouting their paths. As for ambition? It’s ambitious to direct your energy to childcare, home upkeep, and other personal and family needs for a time. This work is challenging and requires determination.
A power pause is an official invitation to untangle yourself from the archaic perceptions of stay-at-home motherhood and step into a collective of modern women. In post-pandemic America, remote work and side projects have become commonplace. Volunteering is respected. And you have access to digital learning, small business tools, and online communities that enable growth opportunities while your kids are asleep or at school.
If you leave your job for motherhood, you will not become June Cleaver. You will not become a Real Housewife. You will not be “traditional.” And you don’t have to say you’re a stay-at-home mom if you don’t want to. Instead, you will be a woman focused on family life for a chapter and a model of authentic ambition for your children and generations to come.
THE PROBLEM WITH THE TITLE “STAY-AT-HOME MOM”
One of the main reasons I found myself tongue-tied the first (second, third,…and twentieth) time I had to explain my profession in full-time motherhood is that I don’t love the title “stay-at-home mom.” (And yes, it’s all over this book because there’s no mainstream substitute in the English language.) On the whole, I agree with journalist Jessica Grose, who wrote in Slate, “[Stay-at-home mother] connotes ‘shut in’…as if mothers who don’t do paid work are too fragile to handle the outside world.” I also concur with Jo Piazza, a mother of three who hosts a podcast about moms and social media called Under the Influence. When I asked her what the term means to her, she said, “The title ‘stay-at-home mom’ makes it sound like you do nothing—like you’re a person who sits in the home, as opposed to being a person with agency.”
The term replaced (and supposedly modernized) “housewife” and “homemaker” when it came into the vernacular in the 1990s, alongside the intensive parenting and helicopter parenting movements. The New York Times first used “stay-at-home mother” in 1992, and its rise in popularity marked a significant shift toward children’s development as the top priority for the unpaid mom, writes historian Rebecca Jo Plant in her book Mom: The Transformation of Motherhood in Modern America. The “stay-at-home” part of the title is anything but fresh; that adjective has been around since the 1800s (it appears in the works of Charles Dickens and Jane Austen), when it was commonly used to describe people who barely left the house—not unlike hermits.
If it doesn’t bother you to refer to yourself as a stay-at-home mom, more power to you. I readily admit that it’s the easiest and quickest way to define yourself in this stage of life, and when you say it with joy, you are helping to infuse it with power. But if you find it borderline offensive, rest assured that your feelings have nothing to do with the reality of living as a full-time mom in the twenty-first century. And you’re in good company.
I just ask one thing: no matter what title you land on, don’t say—don’t even think—“I’m just a mom.” Motherhood is intellectual and emotional work that demands creativity, organization, communication, empathy, and more. There is nothing just (or, for that matter, stay) about it.
How to Create a New Identity Bigger Than Your Work
Understanding what being a stay-at-home mother means to others and, more importantly, to yourself is just one part of the power pause identity equation. The second key component: grappling with what your job title and work mean to you, and what it will be like to move through the world without them.
We all self-identify with work in different ways and to varying degrees. In a 2023 Pew Research survey, forty percent of workers agreed that their job or career was “extremely or very important to their overall identity.” Thirty-four percent said it was “somewhat important,” while only about a quarter of those surveyed said it was “not too or not at all important.” Those with a postgraduate degree were the most likely to associate their career with their identity (53 percent said it mattered a lot). These numbers reflect a decline from before the pandemic. The global lockdown spurred many to reevaluate how they spend their time and what they value.
“People are questioning the value of work, full stop, in a way that I have not seen in my lifetime,” says Vandenberg-Daves. In 2023, The Wall Street Journal responded to the moment with the headline: “Stop Telling Everyone What You Do for a Living” in a story that encouraged professionals—employed or not—to make more space for interests beyond work in the identity they present to themselves and to others. Of course, following that advice isn’t always easy. Parting with entrenched patterns takes time and practice.
I spoke with renowned gender equity researcher Amy Diehl, coauthor of Glass Walls, to better understand why titles mean so much to women in the workplace. The answer, she says, lies in the gender bias women face as they climb career ladders. “For women, a title conveys a level of authority. Women need that title to be perceived as credible and respected in a way that men don’t,” she says. “Men are often perceived to be an authority on account of one fact: they are men.”
There’s no question that job titles and professional titles are meaningful and important. But in a chapter at home, you’ll discover that they are just one piece of your identity—and that it can be refreshing and joyful to cultivate a sense of yourself that includes your career but isn’t consumed by it. A power pause is your chance to discover who you are for the long haul, and to build an even more robust, nuanced, and sustainable identity in which no single role—paid or unpaid—dominates. When you do this successfully, trust me, your confidence can soar far higher than it ever did in the workplace. This process isn’t simple or quick, but approaching it strategically can help.
1. Let yourself grieve
“Grieving” might sound a little, well, overwrought to some. But losing (or at least changing) a big part of our self—our professional identity—can feel to many women like a profound loss. “We may think, ‘Working part-time is better for my family and me; I do not regret the decision’ and ‘I miss the sense of purpose and accomplishment I had in the profession or job I left,’ ” says Emily Edlynn, a mother and psychologist who wrote for Mother Untitled about her downshift from full-time work. Many women report these same conflicting emotions, even when they are entering full-time motherhood with a lot of excitement and anticipation.
It’s natural to feel grief in parting with the only adult version of yourself you’ve ever known. Becoming a mother is a mind-blowing transformation, and letting go of your career deepens its impact. If you’re downshifting because you have no other choice, losing your job may feel particularly devastating, like a shocking breakup. Women I’ve met through Mother Untitled often share that their biggest challenge is answering the question, “What do you do?” after years of having a go-to response. (I’m not the only one tongue-tied at the pool.) And in the AMP survey, 23 percent of working mothers said that losing their work identity was a barrier to pausing their career, and 24 percent of stay-at-home mothers shared that they struggled with their identity once they lost their job title.
When you think about how and whether your job defines you, maybe you latch on to your skill set or your field—“I’m in tech recruiting,” “I’m an anesthesiologist,” or “I’m a writer.” Or you might attach yourself to your employer. Ever heard someone call themselves a “Googler,” or after leaving Google, a “Xoogler”? I’m guilty of that myself. In this book, you’ll notice that I share the name of my fancy business school (Stanford) rather than referring to a generic MBA because I know, for better or worse, that “Stanford” adds to the perceived value. Others take pride in their title when it comes with an air of prestige (counsel, lead, director, president) or benevolence (nurse, teacher, social worker).
For Helen Ortiz, a mother of two in San Francisco, California, losing her title as a kindergarten teacher was the most significant mental stumbling block after becoming a stay-at-home mother. She had always liked the assumptions people made about her due to the role—namely, that she was kind, patient, fun, and devoted to work of meaning. “It was everything to me. It was fully my identity,” she says. Helen’s story reminds me of the broadcaster Audie Cornish, who held court at NPR’s All Things Considered for ten years. She reflected on her decision to leave radio by noting, “This thing starts to feel like, ‘Well, who am I without NPR?’ And it took a long time to think that my own name meant anything.”
Kate Terrill led a creative studio that developed marketing campaigns for a major sports retail brand, but in her heart, she wanted to be home with her kids, ages two and four. The primary block wasn’t letting go of her work but her job title. Says Terrill, who resides in Portland, Oregon, “In my heart, I felt a desire to spend more time focused on family. But I was still hung up on the titles. I had done enough soul-searching to know that it was my ego talking, but I needed to do the work to be able to reconcile this.”
The prestige associated with a title can be the hardest element to leave behind. Society is not likely to consistently acknowledge your value as a stay-at-home mom in any way that comes close to the cheerleading in the workforce. No one sends a community-wide email when you sleep-train your baby or manage to hold limits without yelling at your eight-year-old. But that doesn’t mean you won’t feel pride in your new role at home, or that the grief will haunt you for long.
There’s no instant balm for grief, but acknowledging that the feeling is normal can make you less anxious about it. And remember: if pausing your career feels like a loss of identity, in some sense, that’s a good thing. It means that your weekday life has mattered to you and that the career you picked was, in at least some respects, a good and meaningful match.
2. Remind yourself that most careers aren’t linear or singular
Although it may feel like our obsession with work was invented by LinkedIn, game shows, and the Mom Boss era, identifying ourselves by occupation is an age-old tradition. “People have defined themselves through their labor for centuries—think of surnames such as Baker, Brewer, Potter, and Weaver that spell out a person’s profession,” wrote journalist Maggie Mertens in The Atlantic. In the modern era, the habit typically takes shape in childhood, as we repeatedly come up with answers to the question, “What do you want to be when you grow up?” It’s a bit of a strange question, given that an elementary schooler cannot fathom the options on the other side of college and graduate school. And it’s also profoundly problematic—a question that assumes every person grows up to follow one career path and that depicts a career as a state of being rather than how a person earns a living. If you had a snappy response, and adults routinely validated it, you may have even pursued that path—developing a tunnel vision that made pivots, pauses, and plain old changing your mind feel like giving up or failing. In reality, swerves and pauses are not only normal but healthy.
As you adjust in the first weeks and months without your job, remind yourself that this is one of many influential segments of your story. “If you were to ask a sixty-year-old woman, ‘Were you a stay-at-home mom or a career woman?’ there’s a good chance that when she looks back, there was a little bit of both, depending on her generation, race, and class,” says Vandenberg-Daves. Remember that you haven’t abandoned the identity of a working mom or your profession. Those are still part of your past and will also be part of your future.
While you may have stepped off a linear career path, pausing or downshifting creates an opportunity to build what organizational psychologist April Rinne calls a “career portfolio”—a theoretical envelope stuffed with all of your life experiences, jobs, volunteer positions, skills, and talents that can be interpreted and packaged in many different ways, to lead you in any number of directions. When you stop considering your career as following one trajectory, it becomes easier to see your pause as a new layer of your identity, not a gap.
3. Bring some of your work identity with you
When we start a new job, we can’t help but remain attached to elements of our last one, whether it’s a way of getting our work done, the panache of our title, or our place on the team. Sarah Wittman, assistant professor of management at George Mason University’s business school and a mother of three, coined the term “lingering identity” to describe this common job-changing phenomenon. Sometimes, a lingering identity can be a strength—an unexpected superpower that makes you even better at your job or aligns well with your new workplace. But it can also be counterproductive, making it more challenging to feel at ease and accept the parameters of your new role. If a lingering identity lingers too large or too long, you may deem the new gig a bad fit, says Wittman. To circumvent the challenges of lingering identity, Wittman suggests that people select roles that cater to the elements of their identity they expect to have staying power. For example, if you take a lot of pride in managing people, don’t seek out a role in which you have no direct reports. And if you tend to name-drop where you work in casual conversation, a company with a low-profile reputation may make the transition bumpy.
So how can you apply this advice to the transition from paid employment to stay-at-home motherhood? Some women assume that zero meaningful identifiers from their paid work will transfer to motherhood and that they’ll be left with the nagging feeling that they’re in the wrong place. One mother in the AMP survey wrote, “I didn’t love telling people I was a stay-at-home mom. I felt like anyone could be that who chose it.” The insecurity in these words nearly broke my heart when I first read them. The real work of motherhood demands intellectual labor and personal growth far greater than that found in most paid work.
To make motherhood a good job fit—one that feels like an honor—think of “mother” as the critical, elevated role it is, and take time to notice important elements of your paid work that will still be applicable. Focus less on the rote day-to-day tasks (cleaning, changing diapers, cooking) and more on the big- and small-picture thinking, planning, and self-regulation of purposeful, loving parenthood.
For example, the style of thinking and speaking that I developed working in an ad agency helped shape how I think and speak as a mother, both to my kids and the adults in their orbit. At work, I mastered the art of sharing big ideas with persuasive enthusiasm, and in motherhood, I’ve learned to harness that same skill in presenting new routines and projects to my kids. Other workplace skills that I’m continuing to develop at home: empathy, prioritization, and researching solutions to dilemmas both big and small.
Renee Manorat, a mother of two in Needham, Massachusetts, who held a leadership role at a global nonprofit, took comfort in the intellectual side of motherhood as she transitioned out of the workforce. “Contrary to the worst version of the stereotype of stay-at-home motherhood, parenting is such significant work that there are literally thousands of books written, and being written, on childhood development and parenting,” she says.
4. Allow your sense of self to evolve
While there can be comfort in holding on to parts of your long-standing identity, there’s also magic in letting yourself change and grow in motherhood. Try to stay open to the moments you learn something new about yourself or notice you’ve mastered an intimidating parenting task. Christine Hackett, of Brooklyn, has two children, one of whom has severe autism. Raising him, she says, has been like having a “flashlight” shined upon herself and her values. “He makes me question every assumption I had about life, and he helps me to have grace and compassion for myself when I struggle,” she tells me. As for me: I used to shy away from singing and dancing, even in the shower, and now I’m the first to initiate an impromptu dance party during the witching hour. I reach for tickles and poop jokes when tantrums are looming. I’ve learned that I’m sillier and softer than I knew, and I love that about this new version of me.
5. Try not to worry about how your new identity is perceived
In her book Quit, Annie Duke, the famous poker player, explains that “the desire to maintain a positive self-image contributes to the problem with quitting.” She also explains that we tend to assume people are judging us when the likelihood is far greater that they’re not giving us a second thought. (In other words, that woman back at the pool was certainly much less concerned about my answer to her “What do you do?” question than I was.)
Dozens of women I’ve interviewed and befriended over the years have shared stories of friends, coworkers, loved ones, and strangers who questioned their ambition, mental health, productivity, and contribution to the world. They told me how those offhand comments had instilled momentary or lingering insecurity. My friend Svenja Ostwald lives in New York City and paused a career in fashion for motherhood. (Before she moved to the United States and became a mother, she was a denim designer at Hugo Boss in Germany.) The two of us used to sit by a fountain in Madison Square Park and trade stories from our past lives in the workforce and our present lives caring for infants and, later, toddlers. She struck me as confident, energetic, and creative, and I loved to watch her and her daughter contentedly scribbling with chalk on the gray slabs of pavement between us. Svenja still remembers a comment a friend made casually when she was a few years into her career pause.
“She said, ‘Wow, you have an old-school situation at home. You raise the kids, and your husband works.’ ” Svenja had always pictured herself as a career woman, but that comment made her examine how her pause reflected on her as a person. “I realized this may look very 1950s, but it’s also very forward. This is my choice—and it’s a conscious choice driven by my values,” she says.
In the AMP survey, half the stay-at-home mothers reported receiving negative feedback after leaving their jobs. (The most common source of this dissent was peers and colleagues, followed by extended family.) One thirty-seven-year-old mom wrote, “I think people think I’m lucky that my family can afford for me to stay home, and they think my life is easy.” Another shared, “[I’m] perceived as having nothing to do all day, perceived as uneducated or unintelligent, perceived as unable to find work.”
But these individual moments and experiences don’t necessarily represent the larger perception. In the AMP survey, we asked a thousand members of the general population to select words that fit stay-at-home motherhood. Overwhelmingly, people ranked positive traits the highest. The most resonant words (in order) were “nurturing,” “protective,” “busy,” “strong,” “generous,” and “patient,” and the least resonant adjectives were “lazy,” “selfish,” “out-of-touch,” “resentful,” and “bored.” Though unkind words tend to stick with us and leave us feeling unmoored, remember that most people in America view your new job (and title) as a net positive.
6. Create a new job title
Organizational psychologist Daniel M. Cable, a professor at London Business School and author of Alive at Work, has run studies on how job titles impact employees and, through that research, discovered that enabling workers to “retitle” themselves via a self-reflective process boosted their morale. For one paper, he studied employees at a chapter of the Make-a-Wish Foundation and a hospital chain. In both experiments, a group of employees was encouraged to “retitle” themselves, focusing on the highest purpose of their work. For example, an infectious disease specialist named himself “germ slayer,” and an X-ray technician dubbed himself a “bone seeker.” Cable and his research partners ultimately concluded that employees who retitled themselves had lower levels of exhaustion and felt more validated and better recognized for their work than those with traditional corporate titles. Rather than putting people into boxes, “titles can be vehicles for agency, creativity, and coping,” Cable wrote.
In motherhood, you can create an energizing title that describes your strengths and powers more accurately than any rank manufactured by an HR department, and one that dignifies the intellectual labor that goes into this work. Mother Untitled members have crafted empowering (and accurate) titles including “domestic engineer,” “family mastermind,” and “chief family officer.” Should you list this title on LinkedIn? Probably not. But you can write it down in your journal, post it on your refrigerator or bathroom mirror, or list it in your Instagram bio—and then see what magic transpires.
To write your own, follow Cable’s suggested process: reflect on your job’s purpose (what value is created and for whom), and then brainstorm titles, ideally getting input from colleagues or, in your case, respected friends and family. Cable contends that this process is likely more potent than the title it nets. “The exercise causes job incumbents to ask themselves, ‘What is the purpose of the work, and what is my unique connection to it?’ ” Cable said in an article in the Harvard Business Review. “Most employees knew the answers to these questions at some point, but it is easy to forget them in the midst of day-to-day hassles.” That truism applies to the workplace and motherhood in equal measure.
April Rinne views retitling yourself as critical to building a secure identity. “One of the things I like best about giving yourself your own title is that for as much change and uncertainty that exists in the workplace today, no one can ever take that away from you,” she tells me. “You own it forever.”
Being mostly at home has come to mean I am brave and free, and my values center on my family. Detaching myself from corporate organizations has allowed me to be myself, exactly as I am. I don’t see any reason to shut myself into another box, and I hope that as you continue to read this book, you’ll find the same freedom.
A Foolproof Formula for Answering “What Do You Do?”
When I think about the fraught nature of those four little words—“What do you do?”—I often remember a particularly moving passage from the 2001 book The Price of Motherhood by journalist Ann Crittenden. In it, she describes a moment at a cocktail party in DC when someone asked, “What do you do?” and she responded that she was a new mother. The person immediately walked away. “I had shed status like the skin off a snake,” she wrote.
When I reflect on my poolside flub, I think a fear of that same reaction—losing this acquaintance’s interest—led me to ramble nervously. With each sentence about my situation, the glow of my professional status, which was what I believed made me interesting, seemed to dim. So, after that day, I started to practice a response that made me feel like more of a bright light. Are you ready for it? “Right now, I get to be mostly with my kids.” Occasionally, I toss in, “I used to work in branding” or “I’m working on a side project supporting other mothers.”
While practicing might sound like overkill, preparation gave me peace of mind, and my confidence built on itself. I’m not a fan of avoiding the subject or steering clear of interactions where the topic of work might come up. Experts often suggest trying to drive conversations with alternative icebreakers like “What do you do for fun?” or “Where did you grow up?” but people will ask you what you do, so it’s empowering to be armed with a response. After eight years of living in some version of this liminal, untitled space, I can honestly say that while answering “What do you do?” can be intimidating, it’s worse not to get asked at all. Speaking with pride about your work at home—and your passions beyond it—signals that you are still part of the economy, that you still work, and that your kids are not a stand-in for your identity. You may not have a business card, but your weekdays are far from irrelevant to adults who work for pay. And as the years pass, your answer will evolve.
Start with “right now.” I like to begin with the phrase “right now” to allude to the fact that a career is a long game, and this is one chapter. If people want to know what you did before or if you want to talk about it, this two-word phrase makes it clear that there is more to your story.
Keep your answer succinct. Avoid overexplaining. Most people don’t need to hear your full résumé or your hopes and dreams; if they do, there will be time later to bring that up. Every interaction is not urgent, and it’s not your job to make everyone understand precisely who you are.
Pick your words carefully. I like to say, “I get to be home with my kids,” because downshifting was my choice, and there’s positivity, empowerment, and gratitude in that phrasing. Had I not chosen this path, I would have started with, “Right now, I am home with my kids.”
Choose one specific secondary fact if you’d like. Once I explain that motherhood is my main job, I sometimes share one side project, interest, or plan, just in case that tidbit resonates. Your instincts will typically tell you whether you’re engaged in small talk or on the cusp of a networking opportunity. If you are with someone you want to connect with on a deeper level, give yourself more airtime to share your past, present, and future.
Here are a few responses you may want to borrow the next time you meet someone new:
“Right now, I’m on a career pause. I’m taking a beat to focus on family, and I’m volunteering on the side.”
“I’m on a career pause right now. I’m focusing on motherhood and I’m networking to see what comes next.”
“I’m leaning into family life for this chapter. Right now, I want to be home with my kids, but I’m working on a few ideas alongside that work.”
“I downshifted my career. I’m consulting part-time, which allows me to make more space for my kids and to work with some special teams.”
Power Practice: Craft a Modern, Feminist Portrait of a Stay-at-Home Mom
This chapter addressed how a career pause for stay-at-home motherhood can affect your identity and laid out steps you can take to make the transition just a little bit easier. To get started on this work, complete the Mad Libs–style writing exercise below. I suggest going to your computer and typing all of the words out there, so you’re left with a one-page document that you can tape up in your bedroom or keep in your bedside table, as a reminder of the dynamic person you are.
Directions: Imagine your best friend is about to tell a new acquaintance about you and your career pause. Your best friend is generous, complimentary, and admires you. Now, write what you think she would say. For some of the blanks, I’ve provided suggested words, but don’t feel obligated to use them. Write a narrative that feels true to you.
My best friend just told me she is going to (verb: pause, downshift) her work as a (your former job) to focus on (noun: family, her children, her own mental health). I admire her (noun: bravery, clarity, confidence, trust in herself) for making this decision. Her ambition is clear because she is aligning her choices and actions with her values, which include , , and (nouns: integrity, well-being, family, adventure, balance, change). I trust that her career is still unfolding because she has (number) years of experience in (industry) and she is , , and (adjectives: creative, optimistic, dedicated, motivated, dynamic, funny, likable, strategic, well-connected). I know she is going to keep learning because she’s also using this time to , , and (activities: take online classes, participate in mom groups, use social media strategically, find freelance opportunities, help small businesses, volunteer, cultivate hobbies, read books, listen to podcasts). She demonstrates her feminism every time that she (actions: advocates for her needs, is an ally to others, negotiates, trusts her career journey). I can’t wait to see how she (verb: grows, flourishes, evolves, thrives) in this chapter!
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Work Out the Finances and Feel Empowered
FALSE BELIEF
Giving up my salary means becoming financially dependent on my partner.
NEW NARRATIVE
My partner depends on me right now. My contribution to caregiving and family administration allows them to focus on paid work. We are an interdependent organization.
EVERY JANUARY, MY husband, Dan, takes off work for an afternoon and books a babysitter for the kids. The two of us then head out for a date that I’ve come to appreciate as much as any night at the movies: the annual budget forecast. It’s a special New Year’s version of our monthly money meeting, which usually takes place at the kitchen counter after we put the kids to bed, but before we’re on the verge of passing out. On this particular January afternoon, we head to a restaurant and pore over a decidedly unsexy spreadsheet that Dan creates, which details our anticipated income and expenses. Back before we were married, Dan would plan absurdly intricate weekend-long dates for us, complete with picnic lunches and sunset hikes. These days he puts that energy toward this spreadsheet, and I have to say, I find it just as endearing. Since I shifted into at-home parenthood, my love language is respect, so I appreciate this ritual more than (most) gifts.
Our budgeting date isn’t just about balancing our checkbook. We ask each other how we feel about our lives and what we want to experience and change this year. We share what worked and what didn’t in the year that just passed. Then we look at the spreadsheet and try to optimize our resources. Together, we come to an agreement on every column.
No, we did not get married and turn into nerds overnight. When we were newlyweds, I knew little about finance beyond the basics of how much was coming in, how much was going out, and what was left over. But Dan ran operations at a start-up, and he immediately brought a businesslike approach to our saving and spending. When our credit card bill arrived each month, he would bring it to me with a highlighter and ask me to join him in flagging anything that stood out. At first, I balked. I wasn’t used to talking about money with anyone or having someone review my taxi habit. But two years later, when I parted with my salary, I saw that going through this exercise forced us to discuss how we live, how hard we’re working, and what we each need. These meetings, which started out awkward and even a little contentious, also gave us the space to talk through the financial ramifications of quitting my job—including the fact that I wanted us to identify as interdependent (a concept I hope you’ll take with you by the end of this chapter) and to ban the word “dependent” from our marriage. Over the years, we’ve had more than seventy (and counting) money meetings, and I’ve become more involved in our financial planning than I ever thought I would be. I credit that growth and maturity to my career pause—and, yes, Dan’s Excel skills.
Money Can Be the Biggest Hurdle
One of the most significant emotional and practical adjustments to stepping into at-home parenting or part-time work is how it changes your relationship with money. In the AMP survey, most stay-at-home mothers reported that staying home was worth the financial loss, but 44 percent also agreed or strongly agreed with the statement that they worry about money due to their decision. The most common concerns about pausing: having to rely on their partner for income (for those who were in a relationship), needing more money for leisure activities like travel and dining out, and needing more money for emergencies. The fourth most common worry was “losing my sense of self.” Financial security and pride in our identity can often closely align.
When you look back on your career, I bet you can remember the first time you deposited a paycheck into your checking account; mine came from weekend morning shifts at a bakery in my hometown. You may also think back to hard-fought raises and big job offers that had you dialing your parents or partner with elation. When I landed a six-figure salary, I felt like I’d cracked a glass ceiling. I was on a digital strategy team with three male colleagues, and that raise made me the highest paid in the group. I was proud of this achievement. It felt like validation of my ambition. Like I’d made it.
But while money is crucial, it shouldn’t be our measure of whether we’re living a meaningful or successful life. Feraud Calixte is a lawyer and certified financial planner in Burlington, North Carolina, and when I interviewed him, he shared the tagline of a company he once worked for: “Your net worth is not your self-worth,” which is worth writing on a sticky note and putting on your mirror during this transition. He explained, “What that speaks to is that money is a terrible way to find dignity. Society does this to us. So many of us are hyper-consumers.” But when Calixte counsels a couple through a financial life transition, he aims to help them identify values beyond acquiring and spending wealth. “I ask, ‘What is important to you?’ ” he says. “And frankly, I can’t think of a better use of someone’s time than to care for their family. There is ultimate dignity in that.”
Leaving your job, you might feel like you’re no longer part of your family’s financial equation or even the wider economy. I could write this whole book arguing that stay-at-home parents deserve (and need) a paycheck for their work. Stay-at-home mothers work an average of ninety-seven hours each week caring for their children and household. In 2021, economists posited that if these women were financially compensated for their duties, they would earn upward of $184,000 annually. Our work inside the home is critically important and valuable, yet few mothers I’ve met feel like a revered six-figure earner during their career pauses. Sadly, we live in a country with an infrastructure that devalues and deprioritizes caregiving in almost every way imaginable. It financially penalizes people who take on this task full-time or even part-time. The United States is the only wealthy nation without a federal paid family leave policy. As humans and mothers, we must fight for a better deal from our elected officials. (A few of my favorite advocacy organizations: Paid Leave for All, a project of the Hopewell Fund; Chamber of Mothers; Moms First; MomsRising.) And in the meantime, we owe it to ourselves to try to structure our home lives to be financially fair and respectful—and to preserve our autonomy as women.
I’m not here to sugarcoat the financial reality of stepping into primary parenthood; there are real economic risks that can have a ripple effect on your marriage. I also believe the only way to circumvent and minimize these dangers is to first understand them. Stay-at-home mothers often tell me that they worry about becoming “dependent” on their partner or that they’ve been told that they’re making a dangerous financial decision. In some cases, the naysayers may be right. In the AMP survey, some mothers shared that the financial strain on their lives and marriage has overwhelmed them. I have heard the worst-case scenario: “[My] partner feels more pressure and stress as the sole financial provider. He takes this stress out on me,” wrote one forty-one-year-old stay-at-home mom considering a shift back to the workforce. “He is controlling and financially bullying because ‘it’s all his money,’ ” wrote another, aged thirty-nine. But if you are in a modern and equitable relationship, and you develop a clear understanding of your shared values and the risks and rewards of your choice, I know these experiences do not have to be your reality. You can be a financially competent and confident stay-at-home mother.
Changing What It Means to Be “Dependent”
Women considering pausing their career for motherhood typically fall into two financial camps: a large group whose salary barely covers the cost of childcare and who decide working for pay isn’t worth it, and a smaller group who are significant economic producers but very much want to stay home, even though they will deeply feel the monetary loss. (Just over half of opposite-sex marriages today have a husband who is the primary or sole breadwinner. In 30 percent of marriages, spouses earn roughly the same income; in 16 percent, wives earn more.)
Though Dan was on board with my choice to stay home, I don’t think he initially understood the value of my work. He once called it a “luxury” to stay home, a common characterization of motherhood that leaves many women feeling like they lack value. But as I often say, conflating stay-at-home motherhood with luxury is flawed. There is nothing luxurious about changing diapers, soothing tantrums, and cleaning up toys, but there is economic privilege in getting to choose how you spend your time—whether you opt to work or stay home. Our marital dynamic shifted for the better in March 2020, when (as for so many people) our home suddenly became our office and Dan, who ran a technology start-up, had to work from our bedroom. With him upstairs focused on Zoom calls and me managing remote school, playtime, and meals downstairs, he saw the enormous career safety net I provided him. He could concentrate on his company (which was weathering a pandemic-fueled crisis) because I was caring for our kids. He depended on me just as much as the kids and I relied on his salary and health insurance.
In the AMP survey, 45 percent of mothers who paused or downshifted their careers cited spending less on childcare as a motivation. The annual cost of childcare in 2022 ranged from $5,357 for school-age home-based care in small counties to $17,171 for infant center-based care in very large counties, according to an analysis of the National Database of Childcare Prices by the U.S. Department of Labor. Stay-at-home mothers reported in the AMP survey that childcare would have cost their family, on average, more than 60 percent of their salary if they continued to work. Another poll by Harris, on behalf of Fortune, measured how much of their paycheck men and women are willing to dedicate to childcare. About half of the mothers with young children drew the line at 25 percent; if the cost of childcare rose above that threshold, they said they would opt to stay home.
Facing these statistics, it’s easy to grasp why many mothers make a snap decision to leave their job once they calculate daycare costs. But even for those women, choosing this life should involve more than a simple calculation.
When you pause your career, remember that you part with the salary you make right now and the raises you would earn throughout your pause—a number that’s impossible to quantify. When you eventually return to the workforce, you may face what economists call an “unemployment penalty,” which is generally more pronounced for women than men. This penalty may make it more difficult to find a job. (“Employers view any ‘voluntary’ unemployment as a sign of unreliability,” says Sarah Wittman, who has published research on career transitions and gaps.) Women who have paused their careers for more than twenty-four months tend to step into salaries earning 79 cents for every dollar a man who had not paused would earn, but the woman who stays in the market would only earn 84 cents of what a man would earn—so the pausing woman does risk a lower pay, but not quite to the extent commonly believed.
I share these details because I want you to go into your pause fully informed. But I also want to be clear that these statistics do not apply to every woman and shouldn’t be considered your destiny. There isn’t yet research measuring whether strategically planning your pause can help you skirt the unemployment penalty, but anecdotally, I’ve noticed that women who plan carefully tend to find success more easily on the other side. Plus, since the pandemic and the “Great Resignation” that followed, career breaks have become much more mainstream—which likely means the stigma is lessening. In early 2022, LinkedIn launched an option to list “career break” on its online profiles. The change was a response to customer feedback: when LinkedIn surveyed 23,000 workers and more than 4,000 hiring managers, 68 percent of women said they “wanted more ways to positively represent their career breaks by highlighting skills learned and experiences they had during a work pause.” Carol Fishman Cohen, CEO of the career reentry company iRelaunch, summarized the trend in the As We Work podcast in 2022: “The pandemic made the career break more commonplace, made people recognize the range of professionals who take career breaks and what that might look like. So, we think there are going to be more career breaks in the future, not fewer career breaks.”
But if you’ve read this far and are realizing that you’re pausing mostly because you feel financially forced (as about 30 percent of mothers on career pauses in the AMP survey say they do), I suggest reopening the conversation with your partner. Together, think about childcare as a joint investment that comes from both your salaries and boosts your family’s long-term financial health. “I see a lot of people making the calculation that their nanny or daycare will take their whole salary, and so based on that, they say, ‘Oh, it just doesn’t make sense for me to work.’ But there is so much more cost associated with pausing than your salary. This is a choice you should make for many important reasons, and money can be one of them—but not the only one,” says Ashley Feinstein Gerstley, a certified money coach in New Jersey who downshifted her career in banking to build in flexibility for eventual motherhood.
And if money is just one of many reasons you’re pausing, don’t forget to share your other motivations with the people close to you. This is a way to step fully into the power of this life stage. After she paused her career as a kindergarten teacher in the Bay Area, Helen Ortiz told people that her decision was purely financial. But when she thought more deeply about it, she realized that explanation was more socially acceptable than explaining that she longed to be with her son. In a way, by skipping that explanation, she missed an opportunity to bring more empowerment to stay-at-home motherhood. Plus, practically, if you tell your spouse that you’re basing your decision only on childcare costs, it may become difficult to justify hiring any paid help—and every stay-at-home parent deserves that support.
Preparing to Live on One Income
There’s no magic formula for removing one salary from your finances without feeling it. While it helps to hear from other women who have done it, the stumbling blocks, trade-offs, and lifestyle changes vary widely. For some couples, revamping the household budget may be so intimidating that they decide to skip the planning and wing it with a reduced income. Others may already be adept at living well below their means and manage the transition without much hassle. And, of course, there’s another group for whom job loss has negligible economic impact. But for most mothers, pausing with power requires planning—a lot.
When asked about their considerations in deciding to stay home with their kids, less than half the mothers we surveyed spent a lot of time seriously contemplating “not having my income.” Retirement planning received the least mental real estate: just a third of women gave it “a lot of thought,” and almost 20 percent didn’t consider the retirement ramifications at all. In the AMP survey, 40 percent of stay-at-home mothers said they left their jobs within one month of beginning to consider it. Just 15 percent spent six months or longer preparing for the shift.
If you’ve already paused without fully mapping out finances or you’re considering going that route, let me offer some gentle advice: talking about money with your partner is necessary, and while it may be awkward or lead to arguing, it can also be eye-opening, empowering, and, as I experienced with Dan, can draw you closer together. “From a relationship standpoint, there’s a lot of mixed messages in our society. We’re taught to believe that when it comes to a partnership, money is unimportant and you’re not a good person if you think about money—that it shouldn’t influence a relationship,” says Julia Kramer, a financial behavior and leadership consultant in Pittsburgh, who paused her career as an accountant for motherhood. “And yet, if you don’t have these discussions before you pause, you’re really asking for trouble.”
It’s normal to feel nervous approaching your partner to discuss how to make a pause work financially. Few of us grew up witnessing our parents discussing thorny dilemmas—and many of us don’t have tremendous confidence in our financial acumen, which adds to the stress. “We take the labor course, we prepare the nursery, but we don’t prepare our relationships for parenthood,” says Tracy Dalgleish, a psychologist and couples therapist in Ottawa, Canada. “And I think culture is another piece in here. In some cultures, talking about money is just not what’s done. It’s pushed away, ignored, minimized, or kept secret.”
But regardless of upbringing and etiquette, now is the time to speak openly so you can plan for the change with clarity. Even if your family is comfortable with your financial resources, as mine was, or manages to live without strict budgeting, these conversations will be medicine for your marriage, as they ensure that you and your spouse both understand the reasons you are pausing, what you each contribute, and why those contributions merit each other’s respect. In addition, they force you to face what money (especially money earned through paid work) means to you both.
Just as important: even the most minor financial challenges can be difficult to conquer when you don’t have a financial security net and budgeting system in place. Six years ago, in the final weeks of her maternity leave with her first child, Edil Cuepo decided to pause her career as a manager for a real estate firm. She loved her work but couldn’t face the long commute and time away from her baby. She and her husband knew he made enough to cover their living expenses, but they didn’t talk through the details. While they had a joint savings account covering basics, Cuepo had always maintained an individual bank account for her personal spending, so she carried on that way. “I had never wanted anyone dictating what I could or could not buy. I had always had my own money to buy myself things,” she says. Then, about two years into her pause, she suddenly realized that she had spent more than 80 percent of her individual account—and felt uncomfortable and guilty having to ask her husband for money.
When it comes to finances, it’s best to approach running your family the way you would a business. Both you and your partner are investors in it, and for the company to succeed, you must go into it with eyes wide open, a solid plan, and an understanding that risk is involved. Shifting into at-home motherhood does not require buy-in or understanding from everyone in your world, but you need all the key stakeholders to be on board. If you’re in a relationship, that means your partner. And regardless of your marital status, it may mean talking to members of your extended family whom you rely on for support, whether financial, emotional, logistical, or all three. Together, take the following steps to prepare for your pause:
1. Build up your cash reserves
Calixte advises dual-income couples to have three months of cash in a high-yield savings account to cover their living expenses. That threshold grows to six months or more when one income is eliminated. Six months of reserves may not be necessary for everyone; the sum depends on your risk tolerance and whether you have an additional safety net (like a grandparent willing to help in an emergency).
Advanced planning also helps you prepare for the expected and sudden hardships that can happen to anyone—and it can assuage your anxiety. I’ve interviewed women who paused their careers only for their spouse to be laid off months later. Others have faced divorce. Having a plan prevents these scenarios from causing too much financial panic and allows you to focus on your family’s emotional needs.
Finally, a practical to-do that goes a long way: before you pause, be sure to enroll in life insurance and get disability insurance for your partner.
2. Get clear on fixed and discretionary expenses
As you begin to save deliberately, take time to develop a complete understanding of your family’s habits—an exercise that sounds anxiety-inducing (and boring), but actually reduces long-term stress. You can meet with a certified financial planner or sign up for commercial budgeting software and link it to your bank accounts and credit cards for three months. (One month typically won’t give you a broad enough sense of your spending.) Erin Brown McAlister, who lives outside Philadelphia and worked in communications at a nonprofit, paused to escape an impossible pandemic treadmill of parenting without childcare. She said that the first thing she and her husband did was put every expense they could think of into a spreadsheet. “We included anything that could come up in the next twelve months—things we thought might need work in the house, things that we needed to plan for in terms of emergency expenses.”
Another option: pretend you’re already paused. Start putting your salary directly into savings and practice living on just one income. This allows you a trial run to track your expenses against your family’s new income and be sure you’re anticipating all the costs of daily life. Hannah Bryant, a mom of two and certified financial planner in Chicago who is currently on a career downshift, put as much of her salary as possible toward her 401(k) in the months leading up to leaving her job. This step allowed her to build her retirement savings and gave her and her husband practice at living off one salary.
3. Create a budget aligned with your values
Examining and committing to a budget is an exercise in defining what matters to you—and it can be pretty soulful. “Your values are essentially what is meaningful, what is important to you right now,” says Dalgleish. “Values can be broad things like being connected with family, self-growth, physical health, emotional health, family, work career, education. When we start the budgeting with a conversation from a place of alignment with our values then we can start from a place of being more curious and open.” Similarly, Kramer suggests that couples start by dreaming and brainstorming about what they want their life to look like. “They might decide that they still want to pay for some care or spend more on activities because their child won’t be in daycare. They may envision that they’d like to take their kids out for lunch once a week,” she says. (When you pause your career, some expenses like childcare and commuting will decrease, while others may increase.)
Once you have a list of priorities, examine your fixed costs—the expenses required to live. You may find that you can renegotiate a mortgage, find a cheaper cell phone carrier, or swap your car for a more affordable lease. Some couples also become open to a significant life change. To accommodate the career pause she had always wanted, one psychologist and mom of three decided with her husband to move from San Francisco to a more affordable suburb of Atlanta. They gave up easy access to their kids’ grandparents and a community of friends and neighbors, but they were excited about a simpler, more sustainable life.
Next, review your discretionary expenses—shopping, “fun” groceries, dining out, travel, gifts, and more—and together, ask whether those expenditures align with what matters to you. Almost without fail, couples find they haven’t been spending in accordance with their values, and it becomes clear where they should cut back (takeout) and where they may want to spend more (experiences). In the AMP survey, several mothers shared that shifting to stay-at-home motherhood has altered their shopping habits. Now they hunt for deals or drive farther to take advantage of sales or discount stores. “I am simply very frugal and see it as part of my job to save as much money as possible, so we don’t have to struggle financially. I coupon, invest, and rarely spend on unnecessary purchases,” wrote one mom.
Fair warning: this budgeting exercise may lead you to discover that a career break isn’t feasible. Maybe you’ll realize that you can’t meet your fixed costs comfortably, or you’ll decide that your values call for big purchases, like sending your kids to a private college or traveling internationally, and you need greater financial resources to live your dream. Complete career pauses aren’t possible or helpful for everyone. If you reach an impasse as you create the budget, you may want to look into whether reduced hours or switching to consulting would make you happier and lessen the financial impact. It also helps to remember that your values and your lifestyle aren’t permanent and will change as you and your kids get older. You can reevaluate your finances again in a year or two.
Assuming you decide to move forward with leaving your job, be careful to trim indulgences equitably. Often, the partner who downshifts their career ends up being the only one to downshift their lifestyle—a setup that breeds resentment. One mom in the AMP survey wrote, “I cut and dye my own hair. I don’t buy myself any extras like coffee out…. I purchase things for my daughter for fun but no extra expenses for me.” I share this experience because when we know how budgeting can go wrong, it’s much easier to do it right. Try to think deeply about your family’s favorite treats and why they make each of you happy. When you meet a friend for dinner, is it the restaurant that matters or the conversation? Also, try to create a list of what Feinstein Gerstley calls “frugal joys”—free or inexpensive things that make you happy, like taking a bath or watching a guilty-pleasure show. These are a great way to add happiness and enjoyment to your life without increasing the amount you spend.
Anytime you review your budget, sit together for no more than two hours at a time, Feinstein Gerstley advises. She calls these meetings “money parties” and suggests making them fun—either with a reward at the end or an upbeat playlist in the background. After a few sessions of talking, you’ll eventually land on a budget that allows you to live off one income or that requires you to dip into savings each month.
As I’ve talked to women who have given up significant income to pause, one lovely theme has come up repeatedly: some find that they enjoy elements of the simpler lifestyle that come with their new budget. Godhuli Chatterjee Gupta left a career she never particularly liked to be home with her children. Now she has the mental bandwidth to write for pleasure, which has made the economic loss feel worth it. “My husband and I have the same philosophy: we have enough money to be comfortable, and there’s nothing that we feel like we’re lacking right now. We see people in our community who have extreme levels of wealth, and we’ve seen that sometimes it really is ‘more money, more problems.’ There’s more competition. You’re never satisfied,” she says. For Bryant, it’s helped to remember that when she and her husband first moved in together, their combined income was a fraction of what it is now, but they made it work. They plan to continue to do the things they love but in different ways. “We’re going to have to scale back some of the luxuries—especially some of the ways we vacation. But when you think about parenting goals, it’s probably a good thing that our baby won’t stay in the nicest places,” she says.
The financial sacrifice has been challenging for Lindsey, a mom in Liverpool, New York. “Sometimes we have to hurt people’s feelings and say no,” she says. Recently her husband declined an invitation to a close friend’s bachelor party because a weekend trip to Florida wasn’t in their budget. They also paused annual family vacations with grandparents because they were out of economic reach. “We continue to remind ourselves that our everyday life, with me at home, is what we want,” she says.
LIFTING THE TABOO OF SPENDING DOWN YOUR SAVINGS
A career pause for motherhood is a valid time to spend your savings. (Yep, I said it.) This may not be traditional financial advice, but we’re talking about what may be your only chance to be home with your kids. “I’m thirty-two years old right now,” says Bryant. “When I’m doing retirement planning with clients, their goal is to wake up in the morning, feel energized, and spend their time the way they want. So, for me, I want that too. And if I take five to eight, even ten years to give more to my family, I don’t think I will regret that.” If you plan to use savings monthly, experts advise that you resist pulling that money from your six-month emergency fund. Instead, determine the projected length of your pause and save the amount you’ll need before leaving your job. “For a two-year pause that requires one thousand a month in savings, you’ll need to add twenty-four thousand dollars to the rainy-day fund,” says Feinstein Gerstley. And take heart: you may not spend it all. As your values change and your kids grow, there may be levers you can push to increase your income or cut your spending. Your partner might also get a raise or a new job.
4. Write an informal agreement that defines your roles and the time frame
Writing a contract may sound like overkill (and if you feel this way, rest assured that this step is optional). But going through this exercise provides you with a set of commitments and a clear path to hold each other accountable to them. Dan and I didn’t write an agreement when I paused my career, but in hindsight, I think it could have saved us from many growing pains. Stepping into stay-at-home motherhood is a lot like starting a new job, and in the working world, you’d never sign up for a new role without a clear job description and a rundown of your HR benefits.
There’s no right way to write this agreement. It can be a basic enumeration of your roles and responsibilities that helps you validate each other’s contributions or a more detailed document that establishes the monetary value of your work. (For many women, a fifty-fifty split of your partner’s salary may make you feel most valued, but you can also come to this number based on what you would be paying outside providers, including daycare, a cleaning service, a “sick day” babysitter, even a house manager or personal assistant.) Once you set this number, you can determine the percentage of that “income” you’ll each put toward your retirement. (Often, when a woman pauses her career for motherhood, her husband continues to fund his 401(k) while her retirement savings stall. By making this agreement, you can sidestep that unfair outcome.)
Next, set a date when you’ll return to this conversation to reassess the decision. In her work mediating collaborative divorces, Kramer says she’s met couples who weren’t honest with each other at the outset about how long they wanted to operate off one income, which created a rift. You may feel a bit deflated as you put a preemptive pin in your pause, but a time frame that opens the door to negotiation is vital to financial and marital peace of mind. In short, this is the moment to write down, “I’m pausing my career for eighteen months, at which point we will reassess this decision together.”
Finally, this agreement is the place to define your roles. Often, when a mother opts to earn less, her partner may feel compelled to shift into work overdrive. As he increases his dedication to earning, he may expect his wife to become master of everything inside the home—creating a traditional and somewhat claustrophobic structure. Dalgleish says that in her practice as a couples counselor, she routinely encounters men who “feel strongly that because they do the critical work of earning income for their family that they should be absolved of all responsibility in the home.” Unfortunately, they rarely express this expectation out loud before their wife pauses her career, which is one factor that leads them toward counseling. Lindsey and her husband fell into this traditional setup soon after she paused. Her husband expected that she would be “the house executive”—that it was her job to delegate responsibilities to him, including telling him when it was time to take out the trash. Lindsey recently took it upon herself to redefine her role. Now he understands that it’s her job to manage the day-to-day caregiving, not to clean the house. “All the other stuff is shared work between us,” she tells me. “It’s taken a lot of communication and conversations, and I’m grateful my husband is open to working on it.”
5. Merge your finances and set a few rules
Although there’s no single way to organize your money in marriage, financial advisors tend to agree that combining your funds and paying for expenses from a joint bank account is the most equitable option during a career break. Keeping a separate bank account and relying on your husband for a monthly deposit can quickly make you feel beholden to him (like a child receiving an allowance), stressed about going over budget, or worried there may be secrets in your finances. With a shared account, you can see all your resources and treat your partner’s income as your asset too.
As you go about your lives, hold each other accountable to sticking to the budget (as best you can) and communicating before big purchases. But merging your money doesn’t mean giving up all financial privacy. Within your family budget, set aside a certain amount for personal spending, and institute a “no judgment” rule about how that money is used. In our case, I tend to indulge in an occasional taxi, and Dan keeps ordering five of the exact same T-shirt. (Good for him!) Some couples find that putting these purchases on personal credit cards (paid from the joint account) creates a feeling of autonomy and ownership. As a bonus, it allows you to buy each other gifts without spoiling the surprise. (Just be sure to set a separate gift budget so you don’t deplete your self-care funds buying for others.)
6. Continue to meet about money regularly
Kramer suggests fifteen-minute weekly meetings. Feinstein Gerstley is a fan of one- to two-hour “money parties” monthly. For Dan and me, quick monthly check-ins combined with annual planning sessions have worked best. However often you hold them, regular check-ins are critical to maintaining a voice in your finances and building a team mentality in your marriage. “Couples need to learn to treat their marriage like the most important team that you are running,” says Dalgleish. And when you make meetings a regular habit, you eliminate the need to say, “We need to talk”—four words that incite dread. As you sit together, you can work out the details of an upcoming purchase or restructure an investment, but more often, you’ll talk through topics that may only seem tangentially related to money. What do you appreciate about our relationship? How did you feel about the support I gave you last week? What’s the biggest piece of your mental load right now? “These are the questions that will strengthen your ability to communicate and be a team,” says Dalgleish.
FIVE BUDGETING BASICS
For couples who live comfortably in dual-earner households, a career pause may be the first time they have had to monitor their spending closely. If you’re creating a budget for the first time (or think you may be able to improve your process), here are a few helpful pointers from the experts:
Keep the categories simple. Unless you enjoy getting lost in detail, there’s no need to make micro categories like snacks and hair care, says Feinstein Gerstley. Instead, start with catchall categories like food, clothing, personal care, travel, and so on.
Remember that there are 4.3 weeks in a month. Once you develop a weekly budget, multiply it by that number—not by four (a common mistake). Otherwise, you may end up at year’s end short of funds by over a month.
Budget for the money that hits your checking account. This number tends to be much lower than your salary, which is subject to health care, 401(k), and tax deductions. If you freelance, estimate your earnings as best you can and then remove a sizable chunk for taxes. An accountant can help you determine the correct percentage based on your income and where you live.
Round up, not down. Most of us tend to be optimists when it comes to our spending, and when we’re guesstimating, we tend to assume we’ll be able to harness some newfound self-control or skip a year of buying ourselves clothes, says Feinstein Gerstley. But as one mom smartly said to me, “There’s no magic money.” Repeating that phrase has helped her look openly and honestly at her family’s spending and match real funds to every purchase.
Expect to make mistakes. Try to avoid panic if you go over budget the first few months. Budgeting isn’t an easy habit to adopt; just about everyone underestimates or forgets about expenses when they begin. Give yourself grace as you make errors and dip into savings. You and your partner will improve at this with time.
Pausing Your Career in a Rocky Marriage
While many mothers I’ve interviewed spoke about downshifting their careers in a solid, loving partnership with a deep-seated team mentality, others have shared a more complicated picture. “We need to normalize the idea of marital problems being in the background of this decision,” says Dalgleish. Marriage is rarely easy, and marriage with babies and toddlers can be excruciatingly difficult. More than two-thirds of couples experience a significant decline in marital satisfaction in the first year after having a baby, and many continue to struggle for an additional three to seven years. Dalgleish says most of her new clients contact her when their kids are ages three to five and have been suffering without counseling for several years already. (Women are most likely to pause their careers for motherhood when their kids are toddlers, perhaps because that’s when the dueling demands of work and parenthood become too much.) Though no one gets married expecting to divorce, the reality is that about half of first marriages end this way. Long story short: if you want to stay home with your kids but worry you’ll end up in a financial crisis if your marriage ends, know that you’re not alone and there is no shame in your situation. Many other women share these concerns, and it’s wise to be prepared.
Before you take steps to leave your job, Dalgleish suggests honestly examining your partnership. “Ask yourself: Who is this person? Can I trust this person to support me if I give up my income to care for the kids? Are we a team? How do we negotiate power? And if you’re not a team or you feel powerless, then the question becomes, How do we start being a team, and how do I take back some of my autonomy?”
It may help to “make deposits in your relationship bank”—ten minutes daily to connect and show gratitude for each other’s contributions. Just as important: get help. Couples counseling could be life-changing, but it’s not feasible for everyone. An online course or a workbook you complete together can also make a significant difference. Whatever you do, don’t wait it out and assume that your connection will improve on its own. “The longer people wait to get help, the more entrenched these patterns become, and the harder it is to get out of it,” Dalgleish says.
If your relationship is particularly unstable, take steps to preemptively protect yourself financially should you and your partner separate while you’re unemployed. Consider setting up a personal (and secret) “walk away fund”—a reserve of cash (at least a few months of living expenses) that you can access if you need to leave a contentious partner before child support has been arranged. If you’re concerned about your marriage, writing a contract (step 4 on this page) is essential. You may even want to take it further and hire a mediator or attorney to transform this document into a legal postnuptial agreement. (A postnuptial agreement lays out the terms of a hypothetical separation, which allows you to stop worrying about the financial ramifications and focus solely on evaluating and shoring up your partnership.)
Finally, I encourage every parent on a career break to stay connected to her professional network and continue to hone marketable job skills. One of the gifts of stepping into this stage of life at this moment in time is that technology can help you continue to learn and grow. While this advice is intended to empower all women, it’s especially crucial for women who lose their spouse’s income. Kristi Rible is an executive leadership coach specializing in women and mothers, and she currently teaches a course at Stanford called Motherhood and Work: Challenges and Opportunities for Positive Change. Years ago, when she left her demanding travel-centric job to care for her newborn, it never occurred to her that she and her husband would separate. But it happened. “At the time, I just thought, I’m having this baby, I need to be present for this baby. I didn’t even think through how long I’d be out of the workforce,” she said. Having endured a highly stressful period looking for work and getting set up as a single mom, Rible wishes she had stepped into her pause with a backup plan. While your partner may continue to support you after you separate, divorced mothers often need (and want) to return to work to fund their lives and receive their own health insurance and retirement benefits.
WHEN ONLY ONE OF YOU THINKS YOUR PAUSE IS A GOOD IDEA
You want to stop working and stay home with the kids, but your husband is adamant that your family can’t afford it—and that the financial pressure will break him. Or you want to go back to work, but your salary won’t come close to covering that much childcare. Your partner wants you to stay home until your youngest is in kindergarten. When you and your partner don’t agree about the financial feasibility of a career pause, it can feel devastating for both of you. Feinstein Gerstley suggests getting to the root of each other’s worries and desires. “A lot of conflict within couples boils down to their greatest fear, which usually formed in childhood. Your partner might say, I saw my parents struggle financially, and they were so stressed, and they never had enough savings. And you might say, I watched my mother work through my childhood, and I don’t want that to happen to me. I want to take this time and really enjoy it.”
Try to be open, listen to what your partner shares, and understand the other side. Once those concerns are out in the open, try again to agree in some way. “Couples often think that they should have the same opinions and level of excitement about a decision in order to move forward with it, but that’s rarely the case in real life,” says Dalgleish. “You must decide that you’re a team and that you’re going to support one another and navigate challenges together. That doesn’t mean you’re going to love every decision or agree with it.”
If your partner doesn’t relent or his anxiety outweighs yours, consider seeing a counselor or trying to compromise. Would he be more comfortable if you worked part-time or found a more flexible job with reduced responsibility? Now may also be a time to consider adjusting the time frame of your pause. Offer to try it for a short period (like six months) and to reassess afterward. Just be sure you’re both willing to come back to the negotiation before you go this route.
Regardless of our financial means, a universal thread connects all power pausers: before kids, we took pride in responsibly funding our lives—and being independent—and we want to carry that feeling of worth and security into this stage with our kids. Fulfilling this desire starts with taking an active role in your family finances and speaking up about your economic needs for the present and future. When I realized that I valued time with my kids more than my time at work, I began to question how I spent another precious resource—money—and whether I was making the best decisions. You now have the tools and language to be an equal financial partner in your marriage, regardless of the income you bring home. Just as important, you have the beginnings of a road map to a life lived intentionally, including in the financial sense.
Power Practice: Define Your Money Values
This chapter explored the financial ramifications of pausing, how to determine whether you can afford it, and how to set up your finances so that you and your partner feel secure and empowered. Whether you’re contemplating a pause or already in one, a financial tune-up—and meeting of the minds—is never a bad idea. Sit with your partner and take turns answering these questions. Conversations like these are the first step toward building an equitable, interdependent relationship in which you both feel financially empowered.
How was money handled in your family when you were a kid?
If someone gave you an extra week’s pay right now, would you spend it or save it? And if you would spend it, what would you buy—things or an experience?
When you hear the word “finances,” do you feel worried or confident?
What does financial success look like to you?
Do you think we are on the right path to “financial success,” or do you feel overwhelmed by the challenge?
Do you feel aligned with me about our finances? If not, what could help us feel more aligned and like we’re on the same team?
What do you want our children to understand about money and its importance in life?
3
Trust That Your Career Isn’t Over and Resign Strategically
FALSE BELIEF
I’m leaving my job, and I may never be able to find another one as good.
NEW NARRATIVE
I’m shifting my career temporarily, and I trust I will learn about myself, develop skills, and build connections that lead me to even more meaningful paid work in the future.
ONCE I DECIDED I wanted to leave the most prominent full-time job of my career, as the head of brand marketing at a hot e-commerce start-up, I resigned at the first opportunity. This was a year before I gave birth to my first child—but the mistakes I made then helped me figure out how to do it better years later, when I decided to pause my career (and the stakes were, arguably, even higher).
On paper, this position had been a dream job with a dream title, and I had just completed a dream project (a partnership with a major celebrity that would appear in an elite, glossy magazine). Yet as we wrapped that long-awaited photo shoot, I kept ruminating on one question: Am I good enough?
I thought I was good at the job, but I was plagued by constant worries and doubts. My role and department seemed to be under constant scrutiny, and my budget was often slashed. This led me to feel ill at ease—convinced no one liked me and that my employment was tenuous. My day-to-day activities centered on maneuvering through internal politics and trying to find my place at a hectic, competitive company. But one worry plagued me most: that my successes wouldn’t move the needle for the business.
With the benefit of hindsight, I now realize that much of the anxiety I felt was normal: a combination of daily life at a fast-paced start-up and a classic case of imposter syndrome. But at the time, I was completely unmoored by my insecurities. My goal had always been to be named chief marketing officer at a big company, but I realized that I was no longer motivated to stay the course required to get there. I wanted off at the next exit.
As my first anniversary in the role approached, the CEO of a smaller brand asked me to consider leaving to work with her. The offer felt like a life raft—immediate relief from a situation that kept me up at night and made it hard to be present during my downtime as a newlywed. I suggested joining her company as a full-time consultant, a setup I knew would help me distance myself from company culture. Once she agreed, I decided to resign immediately.
The next day, I arranged a meeting with the CEO and the chief design officer in the same brick-lined conference room where, just one week earlier, I had presented the end-of-year report on my team’s accomplishments. As we engaged in a few minutes of small talk, I suddenly felt nervous and emotional. I blurted out a sanitized version of doubts I had harbored for months—I wasn’t succeeding in this role, and I probably wasn’t ever going to—and told them I was leaving to go into consulting. As I spoke, my eyes shifted between the two of them, and I registered disappointment, shock, and even sadness in their expressions.
“Is there anything I could have done that would have changed your experience?” the CEO asked quietly after an awkward pause.
“I just want you to know that you were never at risk of losing your job. We were never considering that,” the CDO said. Somewhat shaken, I offered a quiet, “Thank you for understanding” in return.
After the meeting wrapped, I gathered my department in a smaller conference room and shared my news with them. Again, the response was not what I’d expected. One colleague who had often been critical of me welled up in tears. I had been sure she would be relieved.
Suddenly it hit me that my perception of the situation might not have been the reality. People there liked me, and they thought I belonged. They were looking forward to continuing to grow this start-up with me. Much of my insecurity had been in my head. A conversation with my manager back when my self-doubt first began could have made me a lot happier there—or at least have enabled me to resign with stronger relationships to carry forward. While I’m glad I left a role I didn’t like, I wish I had known how to land my dismount.
About two years after I left that start-up, I resigned from the consulting job, this time to stay home with my son. A combination of more career experience and, perhaps, the insight of motherhood had made me wiser. My client and I began discussing my desire to be at home three months before I exited. Now, this long notice period won’t work in every situation. (We’ll talk more about this in the pages that follow.) But for me, sharing my truth helped us maintain our professional relationship, which was better for both of us. She was among the first people I profiled on Mother Untitled’s website.
A Pause for Family Life Is Not a Career Dead-End
In chapter 1, we identified where the stigmas of stay-at-home motherhood come from, why they don’t apply to our generation, and that staying home with your kids means joining a modern, ambitious group from which you can derive immense pride. In chapter 2, we examined the financial feasibility of a pause. But getting up the courage to quit requires one last reckoning: trusting that you can find an even better job when the time comes, and believing that your career will still have a robust trajectory.
When I speak to women contemplating resigning, they often fear losing a hard-fought place in their industry or organization. They dread watching others rise into positions they’ve coveted for years. And they imagine that when their kids are older, they’ll be stereotyped as more oriented toward home than work—and struggle to get hired as a result.
Women aren’t paranoid when they share these worries with me. It’s a reality many have seen occur in their workplaces and community. Lisa Ziemba, a mother of two in Denver, left her job as the director of human resources at a construction company in 2021. “Before then, pretty much everyone I knew that had left the workplace for a pause was much older than me and had either never gone back to work or went back at a significantly lower level,” she says. “I was concerned that I would never be able to return in the way I desired.”
A 2023 survey of stay-at-home mothers by the job search website Indeed found that 93 percent had experienced or anticipated experiencing challenges reentering the workforce. In addition, 57 percent said they believe being a stay-at-home mother is seen by employers as a résumé gap, and 53 percent said they think potential employers will undervalue their skills because of their time as a stay-at-home parent. Similarly, for a 2018 study, sociologist Katherine Weisshaar found that résumés that listed a career pause for stay-at-home parenthood—whether male or female—were about half as likely to be selected for a follow-up interview as those of unemployed parents who had not stayed home with their children. Listing stay-at-home parenthood on a résumé “signals to employers that potential employees prioritize family over work,” she wrote, adding that “the act of opting out violates the ideal worker expectations that are ubiquitous in modern workplaces.” Think: long hours, responding to email on weekends, business travel, and more. Worry over this outcome seems to particularly affect women who’ve invested a great deal of money and time—also known as “sunk cost”—in their careers, such as those in finance, medicine, and academia.
“They are thinking, ‘I have been well educated. I still have student debt. I have gone through so many steps to ensure that my career will be as successful as my husband’s or my partner’s—or anyone else’s,’ ” says Sarah Wittman. In the AMP survey, 48 percent of stay-at-home mothers said they gave some or a lot of thought to how their pause would impact their career path. That number rose to 53 percent for women with graduate degrees.
Of course, in reality, when a stay-at-home parent decides to re-enter the workforce, she has likely put a great deal of forethought into the decision and plans to commit to the work as much or even more than anyone else, says Wittman. And as career breaks become increasingly common, workplace experts predict that in the future employers will have no choice but to reconsider their views and eventually overcome their bias.
The Indeed survey also offered reasons to be hopeful. It found that mothers viewed their experience of stay-at-home parenthood as highly relevant to the commercial workforce, citing mastery of skills like negotiation, research and development, and people management while focusing on their kids. Moreover, the latest data on career returners—admittedly already somewhat dated (from 2010)—suggests that most women who pause their careers and seek to return to the paid workforce do so successfully. Some organizational psychologists have even begun to cite career breaks as a strategic tactic for building a career with longevity. In a 2023 opinion piece in the Harvard Business Review, author Dorie Clark wrote that “downshifting your ambitions doesn’t necessarily mean you’re throwing away your past or becoming a slacker. It may actually mean that you’ve finally recognized what it takes for achievement and ambition to be sustainable.” Millennials expect to work for many more years than previous generations, and according to a survey by ManpowerGroup, 84 percent of them foresee taking a significant career break, with women citing the birth of their children (61 percent) and providing childcare (33 percent) as the top impetuses to do so.
Getting over the fear of future unemployability is as much about learning to package yourself for the job market as it is about developing a fervent belief in your abilities. “One of the most important things for women in this stage of their life—or really, any stage of their life—is to feel comfortable and confident and let go of any type of comparison with others,” says Megan Martin Strickland, an executive leadership coach in Palo Alto, California, and a mother of three who left a career in finance to stay home with her firstborn son for a year.
Executive coach and HR executive Marlo Lyons was never able to afford a career break herself, and she only had four weeks of leave with her two children, now ten and twelve. (They were adopted, and Lyons didn’t qualify for medical leave at her company.) Looking back, the Scottsdale, Arizona–based mom wishes she had had more time to soak up her kids’ babyhood and avoid the chaotic treadmill of full-time work and parenting babies and toddlers. She adamantly believes it’s possible to return to the workforce because she has helped dozens of women do so. “You will not be a statistic,” Lyons tells me. “Once you know how to position yourself properly, you will be able to get back in.”
And, of course, I share her view. I’ve encountered countless women who have built brilliant full-time careers that surpass their pre-kids jobs in flexibility, compensation, interest level, or all three. Yes, pausing affects your career, and worrying about the scope of that impact is legitimate. But the catastrophic, doomsday scenario is not fated and can be circumvented with strategic effort. (And in chapter 9 of this book, I will show you exactly how to do that.)
As you firm up your plans to resign and then pause, take a moment to look in the mirror and remind yourself of your capability and talent. Trust that your next job is out there and that many organizations would be lucky to have you. Stay true to your vision for your immediate future, knowing that you’re leaving your job and not losing control of your career. It is possible to outsmart this unfair system on an individual level and to land a “comeback job” that pays what you deserve. Don’t let this fear be the one that stops you from leaping.
What Comeback Careers Really Look Like
When discussing post-stay-at-home-motherhood careers, we often hear the phrase “go back to work.” But few women I’ve met have wanted to return to the job or even the industry they left. Most seek out new sectors and insist on roles that allow for greater flexibility and the opportunity to do more meaningful work, says executive coach Kristi Rible.
Many of the most famous examples of women who built significant careers after stay-at-home motherhood did so in fields that were new to them. Zarna Garg, the stand-up comedian whose Amazon Prime special, One in a Billion, dropped in 2023, was an attorney before eighteen years of full-time motherhood. Once she had kids, she became the family comic—cracking everyone up at the dinner table and parties. Garg’s teenage daughter encouraged her to leap to entertainment instead of returning to the law. Julie Aigner-Clark the founder of the infant entertainment company Baby Einstein, taught high school English before she resigned to become a stay-at-home mother. In her early years of parenthood, she shot the first Baby Einstein video in her basement with a borrowed camcorder and a few puppets. Eventually, she sold that video company to Disney for $25 million. And then there’s Nancy Pelosi, who married Paul Pelosi right after graduation, gave birth to five children in six years, and then moved to San Francisco with her family. Said Pelosi, “Nothing prepared me for being Speaker of the House more than the values, discipline, diplomacy, interpersonal skills, the logistics, the quartermastering—all that you have to do to raise a family while never taking your eye off the children.”
In Pamela Stone and Meg Lovejoy’s seminal 2019 book Opting Back In, the authors interviewed mothers who had left the commercial workforce ten years earlier (and had been featured in Stone’s first book, Opting Out?) to see how they had fared in their efforts to return. Overall, the women succeeded in returning to work, but many entered a new field—landing more gratifying and flexible roles that, frustratingly, also came with lower pay. But as Pelosi, Aigner-Clark, and Garg demonstrate, earning less doesn’t have to be inevitable. Plus, Opting Back In was written before flexibility, remote work, and running meetings with children just off camera became mainstream. I do not doubt that a chapter of stay-at-home motherhood will forever cause women to reevaluate the kind of work that draws them in and to insist on flexibility for the future. But I’m optimistic that the salary penalty mothers experience will diminish as the years, and decades, pass.
Marlo Lyons credits the change in career priorities to the magic that happens when you get distance from the daily corporate grind. “When you’re at work, all you can see is what’s in front of you: the deadlines, pressure, frustration, exhaustion, and burnout,” she says. “But our values change when we have children. And when you take time away from the commercial workforce, it allows you to clear your head and reassess what yours are. In time, you can translate those values into the next career you want to pursue. Taking a break can be incredibly important. It can launch you even further.”
Without question, that’s what my power pause did for me. When I left that consulting job after becoming a mother, I wasn’t preoccupied with whether I’d get back into the workforce. I had a bachelor’s degree, an MBA, and ten years of work experience, which landed me a strong industry reputation. But more than that, I knew I didn’t want to return to the job I had vacated. In my time at home, I discovered what I wanted to do instead and developed the first valid answer to the question, “What do you want to be when you grow up?”
In 2022, after years of building Mother Untitled in just eight block-scheduled hours each week, I decided to give the platform more of my time and opted into flexible, close-to-full-time work as an entrepreneur. As the founder and CEO of Mother Untitled, I spend my days dedicated to a cause that matters, and I have the power to set my hours, choose my colleagues, and make it to school pickup when I want to. I don’t make as much money as I did in that prominent director role at the start-up, but I have faith that I’ll get there—and even surpass my prior earnings. More important to me than any amount of money: I feel fully alive and at ease when I go to the office (yes, “the office” is a closet attached to my kids’ playroom). I would never have found this level of professional peace and purpose without my days fully at home.
You don’t have to start a company to return to the workforce with gusto. More than two million women left the workforce in 2020 due to the pandemic, and by 2023, the number of working-age women in the workforce had returned to prepandemic levels. We don’t hear these quotidian stories because most of us have been trained to hide the gaps on our résumés as a strategy for re-entering the workforce. But trust me: they are out there.
Danielle Knight, a mom of three in Seattle, had worked for more than a decade in recruitment for the federal government, juggling motherhood with extended hours. But in the rewarding days with her kids, she realized she could no longer commit to a job that entailed meaningless work. (In the role she left, she was often tasked with finding candidates for theoretical positions that would never be funded—a time-consuming project that helped no one.) At home, Knight marveled at her children growing up and discovered that she was particularly enamored with their preschool years. Today she teaches pre-K three days a week. “I don’t have any interest in returning to what I was doing,” says Knight. “The money’s not what it was, but I’m happy to be in a place where I can take a job because I like it.”
In contrast, Chinue Richardson left a grueling career as an attorney at a corporate firm in London and Washington, DC. But after a move to San Francisco and the birth of her second child, she and her husband realized that her pause was no longer financially sustainable, and she longed to be in the workplace again. She set out to find a new, lucrative position and ultimately landed an in-house role at a major tech company. At her new job, she can “parent out loud.” As she explains, “It’s not that I’m always talking about my kids, but I don’t hide that I’m a parent. I don’t make it small because it’s such a big part of my life.”
Lisa Ziemba, from Denver, already knows she won’t try to return to the job she vacated, even though she loved it at the time. “I took that HR department from quite literally running payroll to running a full talent program,” she says with pride. But her time at home led to an epiphany about that work: “I have no interest in babysitting men old enough to be my dad anymore. I have my own kids to parent,” she says with a laugh. Although she used to view herself on a straight path toward being chief human resources officer, her future now feels more open, and she has developed a more flexible vision of her résumé.
If you’re worried about your future career prospects, I encourage you to take a cue from Lisa and the other women whose stories of career reinvention are told in this book. Remind yourself that they are several of millions. If these women all found new jobs that fit, so will you.
The Best Way to Resign
To write this chapter, I listened to dozens of resignation stories, including several false starts. Many women dreaded the resignation conversation and procrastinated about it until they reached complete burnout. A few shared that they tried to resign but were convinced to stay in part-time roles they hadn’t wanted—and then had to work up the gumption to quit again. Others shared artful gradual exits, in which the door to their past employer remained open, and their connection with their manager continued long after they left.
There’s loads of research on why people quit their jobs, but much less on how they do it and how that impacts their future career and mental health. Experts generally agree that at most organizations, resigning, or, in corporate lingo, “offboarding,” is often an awkward endeavor that leaves both the employee and the employer feeling mildly unnerved.
Most of us have spent time practicing for job interviews, but we often rush our exits, desperate to get the tough conversations behind us. In our impromptu speeches, we pay a price: missed connections, an abandoned funnel for consulting work, and a lost chance to leave a positive last impression that does justice to all we contributed.
You can do little to reform your company’s HR practices, but you can plan an elegant goodbye. Staying professionally connected—so that you can one day transition back to the workforce—starts with how you leave your job.
1. Develop final clarity on your decision
In the weeks and months before you give notice, you’ll likely share your thinking with your inner circle—your partner, parents, siblings, and a few close friends. These conversations may help you follow your instinct but also make you second-guess your judgment. Your job is to receive these comments, process them, and determine if your desire to be home outweighs the doubts they bring up. Once you can decipher which worries and insecurities are yours and which stem from others’ opinions and biases, you can move forward with conviction.
When I first told my husband that I was considering leaving my consulting job to spend most of my week with my infant son, he worried. His primary concern: “You won’t feel fulfilled at the end of the day.” The next objection came from my mother-in-law, who pondered how I could “give up” on a successful and growing career. My mom may have been the most against it. She didn’t fully explain herself then, but recently she told me that most of her anxiety stemmed from whether I’d command respect. “I was scared that one day you would look back and feel that you didn’t live up to your potential and that you would regret it,” she told me. “And I worried about how you could have confidence without financial independence. I thought financially independent people tended to be more respected, and I wanted that for you.” My mother’s disapproval never bothered me, but the other comments (and yes, there were more) did. I’ve always been sensitive to criticism, and my pattern is to take people’s words personally and lose sleep over them. On the bright side, the comments spurred me to seek out a therapist who helped me firm up my choice and determine what actually worried me.
In the months before she resigned, Simi Sapir, a mother in Boca Raton, Florida, consciously dedicated time daily to think through her options and “get quiet with herself.” She took a walk around the neighborhood every night, letting her thoughts meander. Only in this quiet did she finally understand that she wanted more presence at home and no longer found the same fulfillment at her workplace. “If more people were willing and were brave enough to sit in a room by themselves alone, I just think they would make braver decisions, and they would be more aligned with who they are,” she told me.
Melody L. is a child psychologist in private practice, and she’s planning to pause her career when her third child is born. Her family members have already started chiming in with well-intentioned warnings. “I’ve heard, ‘Oh, you’re really going to throw away your career? You may never work again in your life!’ ” says Melody, who lives in a suburb of Atlanta. But she knows how to stop those opinions from echoing in her head for too long. “I come back to my husband. And I remember that we’re together on this and that this is about what we value. I ask myself, Why are we doing this? Everyone else is not in our home. They’re not in our day-to-day lives. We’re the ones responsible for our family and our kids and how they grow up. As much as I love my friends and family, I know that we need to prioritize our family over what they might prefer.”
If you feel particularly rattled by negative perceptions and doubt, know that it gets easier to ignore. As I developed greater certainty in choosing to be a primary parent, negative comments eventually bounced off me. In the meantime, if you’re feeling emotionally down or stressed, I suggest meeting with a mental health professional who can help you through this significant life decision. When you bring your concerns to your boss, you’ll want to feel sturdy in your reasoning. If not, you may easily get swayed to change your mind, even when your heart is at home.
2. Open the conversations months before you plan to quit…
If you read chapter 2, you already know how vital advanced planning is to a financially viable pause. The same rule applies to your long-term career health. Months before you resign, speak to your boss to share that you’ve been considering pausing or downshifting your career. This fits what organizational psychologists Anthony C. Klotz and Mark C. Bolino, who studied resignations for a paper in the Journal of Applied Psychology, call the “in the loop” resignation method—when employees confide in their manager that they are contemplating quitting before resigning. The pair studied the experiences of almost three hundred recently resigned employees and more than two hundred managers on the receiving end of resignations. They found that managers respond least negatively when this tactic is employed. Sarah, a mom of two in Phoenix, Arizona, had a fantastic boss open to testing and trying different arrangements to make a full-time job feasible for her. To enable Sarah to take her daughter to a weekly music class, her boss suggested she work extra hours Monday through Thursday and take off Fridays. But that model exhausted Sarah, so they tried another: half-days on Wednesdays and Fridays, with additional hours spread throughout the other three days. Even though that worked better, Sarah still wanted more time and mental presence with her kid and decided to pursue a different part-time job. The testing period helped her gain that understanding and helped her boss make peace with the outcome.
Keep in mind, of course, that this is not a one-size-fits-all solution. There are scenarios in which it may not make sense: if you work a retail job where they would sooner replace you than navigate a complicated (or simply untraditional) work schedule, for example, or you have a boss who would likely make moves to replace you if he got wind that you were considering asking for a schedule accommodation. Ultimately, you have to decide if this approach will go over well with your boss or in your industry. Look around to see if there are other parents in your organization who’ve had similar conversations with (or without) success so you can make an informed decision before moving forward.
3…. And before you’re angry and bitter
“Often, we don’t resign until we are at an absolute breaking point,” says Wittman. “And the narrative is, ‘I can’t do this anymore. I have to leave. I have to choose my family.’ ” That message won’t necessarily be well received by your boss, who may view your distress as a reflection of their shortcomings as a manager. Burned-out, resentful employees often treat resigning as a moment for justice, “the final chance to get even with their organization and their manager,” write Klotz and Bolino in the Harvard Business Review. But while exciting and gratifying, resigning against “best practices” will not do you any favors when you set out to return to the workforce, Klotz and Bolino write. Anger can lead to “perfunctory” resignations, when you follow the protocol but don’t explain why you’re leaving; “avoidant” resignations, when your boss hears you’re leaving through the grapevine; “bridge burning,” when you seek to harm your organization or your boss; or “impulsive quitting,” when you walk off the job without preparing anyone for your exit, leaving your entire team in the lurch. Even if you are polite, resentment may cause you to insist on a strict or compressed timeline. This can leave your team scrambling to redistribute your work, leading not just your former boss but also your former colleagues to start viewing you negatively. “If you open the conversation before you are stretched thin, then the off-ramp won’t be traumatic for anyone,” Wittman says.
SHOULD I TAKE MATERNITY LEAVE IF I DON’T PLAN TO RETURN TO WORK?
Yes! You have every right to benefit from your company’s paid parental leave policy, and you should never leave benefits on the table. “Forgoing paid leave would be the same as canceling your 401(k) match because you’re planning on leaving at some point,” says Raena Boston, cofounder of the nonprofit advocacy group the Chamber of Mothers and a human resources professional at PricewaterhouseCoopers in Tampa. There is nothing unethical about benefiting from a paid leave program, whether it’s funded by the state or by your company. “Companies do not behave ethically when they pursue layoffs despite making record profits. These layoffs often include pregnant people and caregivers,” she says. “As much as possible we need to remove ethics from the discussion.”
So, what should you consider as you make this decision? First, make sure that giving notice won’t have repercussions on your parental leave pay. Carefully review the policy at your workplace to understand if there is a “claw back,” which would mean you’re on the hook for repayment if you resign or leave. “Some companies or states may require that you return for a set amount of time before resigning to avoid repayment,” says Boston.
You may also want to consider how exiting while on leave will impact your relationship with your manager and colleagues. Leaving without returning robs you of the chance for a slow goodbye full of networking. Also keep in mind that your manager will have to start at square one with hiring for your replacement once you resign, and if you’ve been absent for several months, they may also have to undo plans for your return. The most considerate way to leave without returning first: “Share your decision at least one month before your expected return date so that the company has time to start the hiring process,” says Marlo Lyons. “You can say, I’m going to be resigning effective X date, which clarifies that your pay should continue until then.” To ensure positive vibes between you and your manager, you could offer to come on board to consult to help with the transition and suggest candidates who could fill your shoes. You can also work with your manager to send a teamwide email with your contact details and use social media (liked LinkedIn) to stay connected.
4. Consider a part-time option
If you’re interested in going part-time at your organization, these early conversations—before resigning—are the ideal time to discuss the topic and negotiate an arrangement. Working part-time will enable you to keep a foothold in your industry (helpful if it’s work you enjoy) and earn some income. Wittman says it can also signal your commitment, making it easier to return to full-time employment later. Research also suggests that mothers who work part-time may fare best from a psychological standpoint. According to a study in the Journal of Family Psychology, these mothers were less likely to exhibit symptoms of depression in the early parenting years than mothers who stayed home full-time.
Dara Astmann was working in ad sales at Viacom when she came back from maternity leave and craved more flexibility to be home with her daughter. Instead of resigning outright, she connected with a colleague who’d had a baby around the same time and the pair pitched a solution: a job share that would enable each to work part-time and together do the work of one role. Dara and her counterpart would each work three days a week, with one day of overlap, which would offer each woman the time they wanted at home and in the workplace. The company agreed to try it out, and after a few years Dara and her counterpart got promoted together. Recently, they celebrated ten years in the job share.
Of course, part-time work can sometimes sound better than it is. With a part-time schedule, you won’t fully relinquish the mental stress of your job, which means that even on days with the kids, you may find your mind wandering to your inbox. Before she resigned, Nichol Hibbard, of Spokane, Washington, watched other employees at her company scale back to part-time and she saw them take on more work than they wanted. “I was very protective of my time with my daughter and did not want part-time to creep into full-time, so I told my boss that part-time wouldn’t work,” she says.
5. Follow company protocol and offer as much advance notice as you can
If you don’t know how resignations are supposed to work at your office, do a quick review of the employee handbook and follow the process to a tee. (Klotz and Bolino call this the “by the book” resignation style, and managers say it’s a must if you want to leave a positive impression.) While your company may only require two weeks of notice and you may not want to stay any longer than that, being flexible about your final day of work (and offering an extended notice period) makes you look considerate and mature—and may help keep the door open to potential opportunities at your company later. (I cringe a little when I reflect on my quick exit from that start-up.) Lisa, the HR director in Denver, offered three months’ notice when she resigned—a timeline she felt was necessary to leave on good terms. She had just returned from maternity leave two months earlier, and some team members she oversaw were new to the company. “Those people would not have known how to do their jobs if I left, and I wanted to give my manager time to figure out what to do,” she says.
Similarly, Liz Mangino, a high school math teacher and department chair in Paducah, Kentucky, often spoke with her boss about the fact that she had doubts about whether she wanted to work or stay home. Then one winter day, when the two were discussing class schedules for the fall, Liz knew the time had come to resign. Her youngest daughter was three years old, and she’d only have two more years of a leisurely nursery school schedule. Liz gave eight months’ notice. “It was difficult for me to work up the courage to tell him, but I just knew as we talked about the next year that I didn’t want to come in months later and blindside him. I didn’t want him to work hard to set the schedule and then have to redo it.” When Liz left the school that spring, her boss told her a job would be waiting whenever she was ready to return. They’ve been in touch since, and he’s repeated the offer, even though Liz expects her pause to last longer than the two years she initially planned. She loves being at home more than she ever expected.
6. Explain yourself (to a point)
A crucial part of the “in the loop” resignation method: sharing why you’re leaving. You don’t need to go into considerable detail, but you will likely find that authenticity strengthens your bond with your manager. Renee Manorat, in Needham, Massachusetts, had to resign from her job while on her first maternity leave because her mother suffered from a catastrophic fall that rendered her paralyzed. The news was deeply personal, and she wasn’t looking for attention; still, Manorat knew that if she didn’t explain what happened, there would be an air of mystery surrounding her exit. (In the absence of information, people often make unfair assumptions.) In the end, she says that telling her peers the sad story left her feeling more connected and supported. And a year after she departed, a former colleague invited her back for a part-time consulting project that she gladly took on.
7. Show gratitude, even if you don’t actually feel it
Your resignation may be your last one-to-one meeting with your boss, so do what you can to leave a positive impression. “People don’t remember what you say. They will remember how you make them feel,” says Wittman. That means letting whatever has made you disgruntled fall away and gunning for brownie points. Tell your manager how much you have enjoyed working for her. Share specific attributes of hers that you appreciate. Write her a handwritten note and leave it on her desk on your last day. “You’d be surprised how many people bad-mouth their former employer or manager and don’t realize that it reflects poorly upon them and burns the bridge to return in the future when the company may be a very different place,” says Marlo Lyons. “End your time showing gratitude for all you’ve learned and use your time away from the office to heal the workforce trauma.”
8. Network more than you’ve ever networked before
This may sound counterintuitive. After all, you’re leaving and not looking for another job. Shouldn’t you be excused from tedious lunches and coffee dates? But your last few months and weeks of work—the “lame duck period”—are the final impression you leave on your colleagues and the last truly “easy” chance to build your network. As Wittman puts it, “Before you take the off-ramp, take time to build your future on-ramp.” To do this, have strategic conversations that fortify your reputation and work relationships.
List the people at your office who view you positively and could be an ally later. Think broadly as you invite colleagues (and yes, your manager) for one last lunch or even a first one-on-one Zoom. Consider people in other departments and in roles that differ from yours. When you’re ready to return to the workforce, a current assistant may be the hiring manager, and you may have a new skill set to bring to the workforce. “Research shows that women often don’t think strategically about where our best networking opportunities are,” says Wittman. “Ask yourself: Who have been my champions? Who will be most saddened to see me go? Who believes in my potential to come back?”
Own the challenging nature of your decision when you get into these meetings rather than apologizing for your choice or slinking off quietly in embarrassment. Wittman suggests asking variations on these questions: Knowing that leaving this job for motherhood can impact my career trajectory negatively, what strategic actions do you think I should take to help the door reopen when I’m ready? What would you like to see me do on my pause so that I can return to work in X years’ time? Through these conversations, you and your manager can shift your relationship from manager and employee to mentor and mentee, and your colleagues can become your confidantes and friends.
Don’t worry about overstating your desire to return to your company when you chat. You are not committing to returning. These conversations are a way to actively change your colleagues’ immediate perception of you from someone going off into the “void” of motherhood into someone taking a temporary break who still values their career. Believe it or not, gracefully exiting from your job can also ease your identity transition to a stay-at-home mother. As humans, we derive identity not just from what we do and what people call us but from the communities where we spend our time. Have you ever felt homesick for an old job in the first weeks at a new one? You might feel similarly in those first weeks with your kids. But when we exit gracefully, we can stay connected to colleagues. You might even be able to join them for a real lunch break occasionally. Even if you just connect with your team on LinkedIn and engage with their content, you will feel less at sea than if you cut off from your network cold turkey.
Some large, elite organizations like Google and Facebook have alumni societies for former employees and a referral program that funnels consulting work their way. These companies are eager to keep relationships healthy because they know that the value of their employees extends beyond their active tenure. While your organization’s offboarding process may be a basic exit interview, your best bet professionally—and even from an identity standpoint—is to consider yourself a proud alum and to stay connected, as you would with your alma mater.
• • •
IF YOU’VE ALREADY paused your career, reading this chapter may have brought on little twinges of regret. Most of us have at least one exit that we wish we could do over. As I discovered all the best advice on this topic, I imagined a million new and improved versions of my resignations, from that first job as a teenager at a bakery to the hurried one at the trendy start-up. But rest assured: it’s never too late to change the last impression you made. (Okay, fine: the high school job may be a lost cause.) After a few years in the cocoon of motherhood, I started posting my work on Mother Untitled on LinkedIn. In minutes my former start-up colleagues and classmates from business school were right there, liking my posts and commenting, seemingly curious about my interests and open to helping. I may have missed my chance to build a sturdy bridge back to working at that company, but I still have the power to strengthen the connections I made there.
Pausing After a Layoff
As challenging as it can be to work up the courage to resign, the process is also a gift—a chance to weigh the positives and negatives, come to your own decision, and bravely express that choice. On the surface, a layoff robs you of that process. But if you can take a little time to recover, grieve, and reflect after your dismissal, you may ultimately view this trauma as “happening for a reason.” For several women I’ve met, it eventually served as the push they needed to pause their career and live the life they wanted (but might never have found the courage to claim).
“The week before I got laid off, I was wishing and hoping that I could just not work, not have a job that I had to check into and answer to,” says Adrienne Farr, who is a single mother by choice to a six-year-old daughter and manages the care of her elderly mother, who has Alzheimer’s and dementia. At the time, Adrienne was a senior editor at a major digital media company. “And then, one week later, I got laid off. So, at that point, I was like, okay, this is not by accident. I was like, this is it. I am going to take my time figuring out what I’m going to do now.” When she filed for unemployment in New York State, she discovered a program—the Self-Employment Assistance Program—that would allow her to continue to collect unemployment as she started her own content company. Today she is a freelancer who writes on her own schedule and can focus more energy on raising her daughter.
In contrast, Bari, a mother of two in Westchester County, New York, was a director of product and innovation at a well-known beauty brand and loved her working mom “juggle.” She describes it as “having an amazing career with amazing support and childcare help, making it all work and living that dream.” But in 2020, she was laid off. Bari describes unplugging for a whole weekend to cry. “It surprised me how gutted I was and how it rocked me and shook my ego.” But once she began to move past the initial shock, Bari realized she had an opportunity to test whether she wanted to stay home instead of returning to paid work. That phase of looking at potential job opportunities, taking time to understand her wants and needs, and evaluating her finances made it clear that she wanted a life at home, and she and her husband began to plan to move to a suburb. Though her exit from work wasn’t her decision, in time, she reclaimed a feeling of agency and made a choice on her terms.
After her layoff from a tech company, mom of two Marissa Mast from Phoenix came to an important realization: “You have control of your career journey and your own career story and your own life story. A layoff doesn’t rob you of that,” she says. “For me, choosing to stay home was taking control of the narrative and deciding, this is what I want to do. I want to work part-time while I’m also doing pickup and drop-off. I also realized I could do less work and continue growing my skill set.”
How Do I Announce My Pause on LinkedIn?
Once you’ve decided to take a career break, you get to decide whether and how to share the news beyond your workplace. Some women think of updating LinkedIn with their current status as a personal branding exercise—a chance to share with the world another dimension of who you are now and what you care about. In theory, I would love to suggest that you write a long, proud announcement about stepping into full-time motherhood. After all, it’s past time the taboos around that decision crumbled, and when I see these kinds of posts on LinkedIn, my heart wells with joy. LinkedIn now even includes “stay-at-home parent” and “career break” as listable job titles.
But I will level with you here: research suggests that down the line, you’ll be better served with a subtler explanation of your time rather than using these labels. If you’re taking a part-time role, list that title. There’s no need to mention how many hours you work at it. If you’re stepping full-time into motherhood, close out the dates on your current job and create a new job title. If you find that you’re still offering advice, even in only a casual capacity, to other professionals in your field, you might consider a “consultant” title. While you don’t want to misrepresent yourself, you also shouldn’t sell yourself short—whatever you’re doing to keep your skills sharp should be accounted for.
“Consulting can be three minor, unpaid consultations you do in a year. Did you talk to friends about your expertise at a dinner party? That’s a consultation,” says Lyons. “Describe where you’re using your skills and capabilities to consult, keeping in mind that it doesn’t have to be a formal or paid engagement.” If you aren’t keeping a hand in your old industry, consider listing volunteer work or sharing steps to upgrade or maintain your skills, like classes or certifications. When you describe the volunteer work, write about it through the lens of the career you aspire to have one day so people can see how your skills are applicable.
Strategic or not, Simi Sapir wanted to announce her career pause on social media. She knew herself well enough to realize that being transparent and open would make it easier to forge genuine connections with contacts in her network when she was ready. “I remember saying to my husband, ‘I’m going to make this a big deal. Because this is the biggest step forward I’ve ever taken—into something that has brought me more meaning in less than two years than my whole career.’ ” Her advice to those looking to do the same: focus on the lessons and accomplishments from your career thus far and share your enthusiasm to discover what comes next.
Power Practice: Communicate Your Change to Your Professional Circle—Starting with LinkedIn
This chapter explored how a career pause may impact your future job searches, and how to resign gracefully, keeping your best connections intact. The exercise that follows is optional and you can do it whenever you like. Some moms don’t want to even think about sitting in front of a computer again, let alone updating LinkedIn, but many eventually write to me worried about how to account for what they’re up to on the site. To enable you to fully unlock the following chapters and settle into the day-to-day, I suggest you address it now. It’s important to think about for two reasons. First, you never know when opportunity will direct-message you. And second, and perhaps more importantly, this exercise can help you escape the limitations of your professional title and organization and begin to identify publicly with your strongest personal qualities, experiences, and interests.
This is an iterative exercise, meaning it’s best to come back to it annually (or more often) to reassess how to describe your current moment and the ways you wish to spend your time now and in the future. Keep notes, maybe in your phone, about anything that might be relevant to your professional identity. Trust me, if you don’t track your accomplishments, you will forget about how you helped a friend launch her business, tinkered with a creative project, or fundraised for a local charity. You’ll be glad to have it documented when you’re ready to revisit your résumé (more on this in chapter 9).
To come up with your headline, follow these steps:
Describe the industry or role in which you have the most experience. Using myself as an example, I would write “brand marketer” or “brand strategist.”
Write a two- to three-word phrase that describes what makes you stand out. This could be a specific area of business, a character trait, a unique approach, or a particular achievement. For me, that phrase was “driven by women’s consumer insights.”
Finally, describe your current work or what you imagine wanting to do in the future. If you’re drawing a blank and don’t feel comfortable claiming the title “consultant,” “advisor,” or “volunteer,” proudly list “parent” or “mother” in the third spot. Alternatively, “aspiring” can be tacked onto any hobby or interest. Think aspiring writer or aspiring interior designer. Back when I was on a career pause, the third descriptor in my headline read: “advisor to female-founded businesses.”
Here are some more strong examples to inspire you:
“Lawyer, passionate about M&A, community activist, and volunteer”
“Operations manager, small business advisor, and parent”
“Award-winning educator, reading specialist, and content creator”
“People operations leader, DE&I expert, and advisor”
“Sales professional, results-driven team player, and independent contractor”
“Marketing executive, 10 years of global experience, and open to new opportunities”
All of these headlines prove, without a doubt, that you don’t need a job title or an employer to establish credibility and open yourself up to a bright future of work.
Part Two
Find Your Footing as an At-Home Parent
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Redefine Success for Right Now
FALSE BELIEF
A successful stay-at-home mother is a Supermom.
NEW NARRATIVE
Success isn’t doing everything or winning at domestic labor. Success means focusing on the areas of greatest value to me as an individual. I get to determine what matters to my family and me.
AT TWENTY-FOUR YEARS old, I was named the first digital strategist at one of the largest advertising agencies in Boston and moved from the open bullpen to a windowed corner on the thirty-fourth floor, with sweeping views of the harbor. Sitting there meant everything to me. It felt like the ultimate professional status symbol.
I barely noticed that the promotion had also come with sacrifices. I kept toiletries and a spare set of clothes in my filing cabinet for all-nighters—a signal to company leadership that I was more committed to our clients than anyone else. On most days, I managed to take a car service home sometime after nine p.m. and eke out a few hours of sleep in my bed. (Submitting receipts for after-hours taxis was another way to prove my value.)
Like many corporations in America, mine conducted annual employee performance appraisals capped with formal goal-setting exercises. Every spring, I would trot over to a row of modern orange swivel chairs at the opposite end of the thirty-fourth floor and chat with my boss. He and I would discuss professional benchmarks of success—clients I had won, skills I had learned—and what I could be doing to help even more. In truth, the whole endeavor felt like a charade. Every phrase I uttered was a disguised way of saying, “I’d like to keep my office, and I’m ready for a title bump, please.” At work, goal setting is often a sycophantic exercise aimed at attaining surface-level rewards, most of which benefit the larger organization more than they benefit you.
In parenthood, I’ve found that the process is the exact opposite. Setting goals for motherhood is deep, complex, life-altering work. You must be your most authentic and honest self because that’s who you report to now. Parenthood is a powerful opportunity to reacquaint yourself with how you derive joy and meaning from life, and to ask, One day, when I look back on this time, what do I hope to see and feel?
I’ve come to love the mental work involved in answering this question, even with its challenges. I think you will too.
Why Do Stay-at-Home Mothers Need Concrete Goals?
In my first year at home with my son, I didn’t put pen to paper to crystallize my aspirations. Instead, as I observed myself through the ups and downs of nap times and diaper changes, outings, and early mornings, I casually mulled over what I wanted to get out of this period and how I wanted to grow. After I put my son to sleep and looked back on the photos and videos from each day, I’d smile at his images and stop to look at the ones of me. I noticed that I looked different—natural, playful, and a little messy. I didn’t know what I wanted to do next. I could only articulate that I wanted more of that person in the videos.
Over the years, I’ve chatted with hundreds of successful career women about their transitions to stay-at-home motherhood. Most have shared a similar desire to discover themselves in the first months rather than actively focus on goals. Executive leadership coach Megan Martin Strickland explains that for many women leaving stressful jobs, the only choice at first is to recover from burnout. Plus, formulating a written goal may feel like corporate office work, which is probably the last thing you want to do. “When I quit to be with my first kid, I needed a few months just to be,” she tells me.
You may be downshifting or pausing your career because your child needs more attention, and you just can’t make the juggle work anymore. You may have been laid off and feel a sense of disappointment and shock. You may have stopped working to tend to an ill family member or process the loss of a loved one. You may have simply hit your breaking point, no longer able to smile through a toxic corporate climate or deal with a demanding boss. Psychologists and career coaches agree that recovery is an essential first step if you’re entering this phase in a state of grief, exhaustion, or trauma. The trick is to notice when you start to feel better—and to change your mindset consciously. While many mothers have told me that they couldn’t set goals initially, they have also said that they regret “floating” without meaningful goals for too long. In the end, most moms realize that they could have gotten over mental blocks faster, and moved with greater confidence and joy, had they done this inner work.
The benefits of goal setting extend far beyond productivity (though yes, writing your goals makes you 42 percent more likely to accomplish them). Early thought leaders in the field—Edwin Locke, an American psychologist and professor emeritus at the Robert H. Smith School of Business at the University of Maryland, College Park, and Gary Latham, former president of the Canadian Psychological Association (CPA) and professor of organizational behavior at the University of Toronto—spent decades proving a link between setting vivid goals and achieving “higher motivation, self-esteem, self-confidence, and autonomy.” Time and again, studies have also suggested that during periods of anxiety, maintaining a purpose that transcends the stress of any given moment can reinstate a feeling of control. And making progress toward goals has been linked with increased feelings of hopefulness, accomplishment, excitement, and confidence. Although research is scarce on the impact of goal setting in stay-at-home motherhood, several studies suggest that personal goals—also known as “self-concordant goals” or “want-to goals”—tend to be more potent than goals that serve an external stakeholder, like an employer or a school. Even though want-to goals may require serious effort, we typically perceive them as having inherent ease, which makes us more likely to stick with the process.
Perhaps most importantly, when you deliberately set goals, you respect your choice and your time. Goals are a reminder that your growth at home is just as significant as your growth in your paid career, and that your family’s future merits as much consideration as the future of your former organization. In the difficult days of motherhood—when your children ricochet from one tantrum to the next, messes pile up endlessly in your living room, and no one sleeps at night—you can return to your larger vision and put the struggles in perspective. Time is not evaporating as your kids do the vital work of growing up. This is your life too, and your goals can constantly remind you that you are not “stuck” in stay-at-home motherhood. Instead, you are evolving into the person you want to be.
Strickland says that you’ll know it’s time to be more intentional when you notice yourself questioning the legitimacy of how you’re spending your time. Contrary to what many people think, a feeling of listlessness is not a sign that you’ve made a mistake in leaning into parenthood. Ambivalence is part of motherhood for just about everyone, and stepping into primary parenthood after a robust career often involves mixed emotions, even for those who choose it willingly. I like to think of that questioning feeling like ambition tapping you on the shoulder, asking, “No rush, but where to next?” Goals are guardrails to keep ambivalence from overwhelming you and to let intent take charge again. They enable you to repackage your worries about stagnation and accept the life choice you made with clarity. In the irreverent 2016 book The Subtle Art of Not Giving a F*ck: A Counterintuitive Approach to Living a Good Life, author Mark Manson explains that “giving up a value you’ve depended on for years is going to feel disorienting.” Finding new metrics to guide your decision-making is the best and only way to combat that feeling.
Start by Identifying Your North Star
My moment to begin goal setting arrived around my son’s first birthday. As I realized that the newborn milestones were in the rearview mirror and friends and family started to ask more questions about my plans, I felt scrutinized. I decided to restart a daily journal, a habit I’d given up years earlier, when I no longer needed to chronicle breakups and solo vacations. As a mom, I wrote with newfound optimism, exploring my daily motivations. Eventually, themes emerged, and one morning, I landed on an overarching objective: I want to be present through each day with my family and be the calmest and most content version of myself that I can be. Today, I consider that statement to be my North Star.
A “North Star” isn’t just an ancient sailing navigation guide; it’s a corporate organizational principle taught in business schools across the country. (I learned about it in at least two courses.) Put simply, the North Star is the singular vision that an entire company works toward, regardless of department, and it often serves as a filter for complex decision-making. Head to a bookstore or a library, or just google “goal setting,” and you’ll be flooded with options for frameworks and systems. Corporations often rely on SMART goals (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Time-Bound). But there are also WOOP goals (Wish, Outcome, Obstacle, and Plan), HARD goals (Heartfelt, Animated, Required, Difficult), and the list goes on. While researching this book, I learned about many of these methods and tried to apply quite a few to the realities of a career pause. Most were created for employees at big corporations where productivity is king; some were engineered for individuals starting businesses. None are specifically intended for the mom settling into parenting. Out of all these systems, I think the North Star approach speaks best to our collective stage of life. In motherhood, your North Star is the one broad outcome that is non-negotiable to make you feel content; your focus, time, creativity, and energy should all align to reach it.
Just after we arrived in America, my family lived in a series of one-bedroom apartments in a transient side of a Boston suburb. Back then, and for many years afterward, my dad kept a drawing I made for him at around age eight folded in his wallet. On the back, I wrote, “To my wonderful father, from your only child.” On the front, I drew a picture of a little girl in a tutu and the words, “There was once a little princess named Neha. She lived with a King and Queen. But they lived in a very, very, very small house.” My dad never said it, but as he worked nights and weekends to build his career, I always knew that giving me a brighter future—and yes, a bigger home—was his North Star. In the day-to-day of motherhood, my North Star helped me decide when to wean my daughter from breastfeeding (a stressful public leaking situation was the final straw for my sanity), how to plan our family’s social life (meeting friends at restaurants with our infant and toddler sent my calmness south, not north), and how to feed my kids (I have no issues with microwaved meals and baby food pouches).
Over the years, I’ve shared my North Star with friends and members of the Mother Untitled community, and many have said it resonates with them too. A few have even adopted it as their own. But while you are welcome to take a shortcut and borrow it, I encourage you to do the important work of figuring out your own.
To start, take time to reacquaint yourself with what makes you tick and to free yourself from the cultural conditioning that the best goals are big and impress others. Emily Pardy, a Nashville-based marriage and family therapist specializing in perinatal mental health, suggests setting aside a few minutes each day to flip through magazines and tear out images that light you up. (If you like, you can also do this digitally by saving posts on Flipboard or Pinterest.) In this same period, try to recall a few things about motherhood that you looked forward to before your child arrived. “We don’t often admit that when we dreamed of having kids, we also thought about making cookies together or wearing matching outfits,” says Orlesa Poole, a clinical social worker specializing in pre- and postpartum women in Bowie, Maryland. “These lighthearted, everyday experiences bring playfulness and fun into parenting. Lean into that as you set your vision.”
Next, ask yourself a series of pointed questions, beginning with, “What do I want in life?” Then ask yourself why you want that. For each response, ask why again—three times in a row. “For example, if you want to quit smoking, ask, ‘Why do you want to quit?’ Then, if you want to quit for your health, ask, ‘Why do you want good health?’ Then, if your answer is to be alive long enough to meet your grandchildren, ask, ‘Why do you want to meet your grandchildren?’ ” suggests Kelly McGonigal, a psychologist and the author of The Upside of Stress. “Through this process, you get to something that feels so obviously important to you.” Other questions to which you can apply this line of inquiry: How do you want to grow? What do you want to be remembered for?
The Short-Term Goals That Can Make Your Vision a Reality
Your North Star is a powerful vision statement that can steer and comfort you for the long haul, but to achieve it, you’ll need concrete goals. These should be timely, attainable, and to some extent measurable. Think of each as an attempt to move past a block or as a step in the right direction. As you age and your children’s needs evolve, these goals will also morph.
In the goal-setting book Designing Your Life, authors Bill Burnett and Dave Evans describe determining short-term goals as “evaluating your life dashboard.” They suggest setting goals in four areas: work, play, love, and health. But for our purposes, we can limit the dashboard to three categories: what you want as an individual (personal goals); what you want to achieve professionally, which can range from pursuing creative hobbies to engaging in paid work (career goals); and what you want to experience with your kids and, if applicable, your partner (family goals). This structure encourages you to keep your well-being and professional prospects in mind, even as your day-to-day revolves around caregiving. Within each category, commit to one measurable project. For example, if you set a career goal to stay connected to your professional network, your project could be to have coffee with someone in your network once every quarter. If your personal goal was self-care, you might set a goal to have dinner with a friend once a month or try a new exercise class. Keep the goalposts within reach. “In terms of numbers, take whatever number is in your head—say, working out six times a week—and cut it in half to three. Then, if you need to, halve it again,” says Pardy.
Personal Goals
Typically, when I ask a mother if she has any goals for her chapter as a stay-at-home mom, she immediately starts talking about her children. “I want to raise confident kids,” she might say. “I want to raise an athlete.” “I want my baby to be bilingual.” When I double down and ask, “And do you have any goals for you?” I’m usually met with a long pause—and what I assume is some panicked soul-searching.
If you feel guilty for thinking about your happiness before considering goals for your kids, remember: your children learn from your example. As you pursue your own rich life, you will show them how to be fulfilled and healthy. Any mother will tell you that parenthood is the ultimate leadership training ground, a period that forces you to look at yourself closely and recognize traits that you’d like to strengthen. As you set a goal for yourself, expect to think deeply about patterns from your past, and to experience healing as you work to achieve that goal.
As organizational psychologist Adam Grant so aptly put it, “How we define success is a source of happiness we can control…. Seeking fame, money, or beauty is a bottomless pit. Pursuing growth, kindness, trust, and health is a path to flourishing.” This statement doesn’t just sound good; it’s backed by 105 studies on more than seventy thousand people across the globe.
My personal goals have changed from season to season. One that held for quite a while, starting when my firstborn entered toddlerhood: “I want to get help for my anxiety and feel more in control of my reactions.” While I usually managed to appear serene out in public, my emotions were roiling under the surface—and at home, it was hard to hold myself together. Conflicts with my husband often ended with me yelling at him, and my worries over my kids routinely led me to spiral into tears. The root cause wasn’t what you might expect. I wasn’t triggered by mess, sensory overload, or resentment—the universal pet peeves of early motherhood. Ever since I was a little girl, I have struggled to develop a secure feeling of belonging in my community. In college and my twenties, I worked to get over that insecurity and feel confident in my skin, even if that skin was a different color than that of the people around me. But when I had children, my insecurities in this arena bubbled back up to the surface and transferred to my son and daughter. If my three-year-old son acted out against his little sister, I catastrophized his behavior—actively worrying that he would never fit in at school or that he’d be so aggressive he would never make friends. When my husband and I argued, even over small things, I worried that our cultural differences (I’m Indian, he is Jewish) were just too vast—and that we were destined for separation. Living in this heightened state of anxiety manifested in several ways, but the angry outbursts were the most overt.
Once I set an intention to be calm, I got to work. I found a therapist. I devoured podcasts and self-help books on anger and belonging. I tried dozens (yes, dozens) of mindfulness exercises, from tracing my hand to focusing on physical sensations that could pull me out of my head. Some of them helped for a moment, but not long term. Ultimately, I achieved my goal by engineering my own mindfulness exercise. One day, as my son was clinging to my leg rather than “presenting” as extroverted and independent at a birthday party, I looked up at the sky and focused on the clouds. I realized that what was happening—my son reacting in a particular way—was as normal as nature. In fact, not only was it expected, but it would also pass. Another mental hack that worked: thinking back on a challenging moment (a public tantrum, a fight with my husband) and realizing how insignificant and irrelevant it seemed now. Instantly, I could see that the present moment would one day amount to nothing—and that my reaction should be commensurate with that fact.
I also created a routine to support me in all this work on myself. To this day, I do my best to wake up forty-five minutes before my early rising kids to do a thirty-minute yoga and meditation practice, followed by a bullet journaling exercise in the Notes app on my phone. Sometimes it’s more like thirty minutes in advance…or twenty. But the intention is there, and every little bit counts. This sequence isn’t fancy or luxurious, but it allows me to enter the day with perspective on the overwhelming moments.
Margaret Brown, a mom of two girls from Montclair, New Jersey, set a personal goal when she noticed that she couldn’t entirely focus on her daughter, even when they were one-on-one. “I was zoning out thinking about the things I needed to do while reading a book with her,” she says. Brown was on a career pause from work as an executive coach, so she reached out to another coach in her community for help. “My coach told me to reflect on who in my life is intentional and present,” says Brown. “I realized my children are the best teachers in just really living life, and my coach worked with me to observe them and emulate them.” (Noticing when people embody an energy or trait you admire or envy can often give you a clue about your personal goal.)
To commit to “living with as much presence as her kids,” Brown made a list of actions, including stepping away from social media. “I’ve found that social media can draw me into parts of myself that are not my whole self or my best self. I’ve had to shift my behaviors in what I’m consuming. I would go down rabbit holes if I saw all the comments, and it just would take me so far away from what I need to be.”
PERSONAL GOALS TO CONSIDER
I want to loosen up and feel sillier and more lighthearted.
I want to feel connected to local culture and attend more events.
I want to build a self-care practice that makes me feel stronger and healthier.
I want to reevaluate my relationship with devices and create boundaries that protect my focus and headspace.
I want to model kindness daily and incorporate more generosity into my life.
I want to develop more acceptance of my whole self.
I want to learn to let go of perfectionism.
I want to work on standing up for myself, my beliefs, and my boundaries.
Career Goals
Kristi Rible, the executive leadership coach and mother who teaches a motherhood and work course at Stanford, paused a busy career filled with international travel after she had her first child. “I didn’t pause with any professional goals or strategy,” she tells me. “I didn’t know what I know today about the impact on your career if you step out of the workforce without a plan. At the time, I just thought, I’m having this baby, and I need to be present for this baby, and at some point—no idea when—I’ll reenter the workforce.” Rible’s life did not play out as she expected—her marriage ended in divorce, and her need to return to work suddenly became urgent. These days, she has one big piece of advice for mothers pausing their careers: “When you’re amid the excitement of bringing new life into the world, that’s all you’re likely to be thinking about. But it’s equally important to hold on to the belief that you will get back to work that you love or work that is meaningful—and to live intentionally with that in mind.”
A career goal does not need to be extensive or time-consuming. The main point is to avoid the urge to cut off from a professional identity entirely (a coping mechanism that bears a striking resemblance to blocking an ex-boyfriend on social media). Instead, frame this chapter as part of an ambitious trajectory and find a kernel of professional interest to keep in your purview. In stay-at-home motherhood, earning an income has taken a back seat; instead, get clear on what you like to do, and what you’re good at, and explore tasks and projects you’ve never dared to try.
When I decided to pause my career for motherhood, I had already become disenchanted with the superficial elements of my field, which made the decision to leave easier. But there were also parts of marketing I enjoyed, like running focus groups and designing customer journey maps. Before I applied to business school, I had also been considering applying to journalism school. In my heart, I wanted to be in the media world, but I felt cowed by cultural pressure to enter a traditionally lucrative field, where success and financial security would be all but guaranteed. In my pause, I finally gave myself permission to explore the idea of turning my passion into my career. There’s a famous quote by the writer Charles Bukowski: “Can you remember who you were before the world told you who you should be?” This moment is a rare opportunity to think back to when you had an inner knowing about your calling, and to listen once again.
Holly Blakey, a mother of three in Walnut Creek, California, always loved “doing anything to create a sense of calm in my surroundings—whether that was painting the walls, moving furniture, or decluttering.” But she never contemplated turning this hobby into a career until she had her first child in 2014. When Holly parted with her career in public relations to be home with her newborn, she felt lost and missed the act of creating—in her case, press events for tech companies. Her first career goal was simply to connect with more people, as she felt lonely and missed office camaraderie. On one coffee catch-up, a longtime mentor asked her, “Holly, what would you do even if no one paid you?” Her answer was organizing—so for a year, she set a goal to simply research and read about what it would take to launch a business as a personal organizer. Six years later, Breathing Room Home routinely collaborates with major retail brands like the Container Store. Holly says knowing that her work is a form of self-care has helped her hang on to her dream even in the most exhausting phases of parenthood, when she was tempted to let it go.
Godhuli Chatterjee Gupta had always dreamed of being a writer, but for practical reasons, she opted for a career in corporate communications instead. A few years after she paused her career and settled into stay-at-home motherhood in the suburbs of Chicago, she became overwhelmed by the day-to-day grind of raising two young children. That’s when she committed to a daily writing practice and began to post original poetry on Instagram. Chatterjee Gupta set measurable goals—submitting her work for publication once a month, posting something new once a week—and was gentle on herself whenever she faltered. “The goals were there to help motivate me and keep me continuing,” she says. Recently she published her first book of poetry.
As someone accustomed to pursuing my career ambitiously, I struggled at first to set professional goals aligned with my North Star. Shortly after my son’s first birthday, I had an idea for a business and immediately started planning how I’d execute it. My dad, who has decades of business experience, offered to help me figure this part out without losing sight of what mattered to me most.
We were taking my son for a walk in his stroller in Union Square in Manhattan, and I was passionately describing a new idea: opening a brick-and-mortar clubhouse where stay-at-home and part-time working mothers could take classes, have coffee, make friends, and grow their networks, skills, and confidence. “You’re onto something,” he said to me. “But there’s no way you can build this and still be home in the way you are now.” With his encouragement, I met with an acquaintance who opened a well-known frozen yogurt chain in California and asked her what it takes to raise capital for and then open a physical space. It quickly became clear that the stress and hours of the project, not to mention the massive financial investment required, would undermine my core goal, and that perhaps I had been thinking big because I didn’t know any other way to think. After weeks of percolating on the idea, I opened my journal and wrote a new goal: “I want to create a space online for a conversation about the tension women feel between their ambition, their womanhood, and motherhood.” I also wrote that I wanted to “keep my tools sharp” and continue “learning about technology, marketing, and culture.” I purchased the domain name MotherUntitled.com, and, on January 10, 2017, I launched a blog for mothers in career pauses.
Of course, your work goal does not have to be entrepreneurial or based on passion. One of the wisest things you can do is stay connected to a skill you used at work. Many mothers fear that their knowledge will atrophy in motherhood, but that is far from inevitable. In truth, most people in nine-to-five jobs spend just a tiny fraction of their day improving their skills or learning new information about their industry. Just twenty minutes a day of reading newsletters, listening to podcasts or audiobooks, following relevant social media accounts, or watching an online webinar can teach you more than you might think.
“There’s no cookie-cutter formula for every person,” says Rible. “But I think homing in on what is meaningful to you outside of parenting and deciding how you will continue to do that meaningful work…that can be the thread that will keep you engaged during your time away from work.” For example, let’s say you worked in human resources and were particularly passionate about employee wellness. Then, says Rible, “tell yourself, ‘I’m going to keep my finger in this area of wellness at work while I prioritize my family and my children. Maybe I write a paragraph now and then on the topic and post it online. Maybe I will take an hour a month to volunteer somewhere related to it.’ The point is: strategically choose the thing that is meaningful to you, that you can tell a story about when you decide to return.”
My knowledge of marketing has expanded dramatically since I left my job, and that’s in large part because I read timely articles and listen to podcasts on the topic. I don’t have plans to return to a traditional career in brand marketing, and you may not plan to return to what you were doing before you paused. But staying abreast of developments in my field is a simple and solid insurance policy for my future.
When Chinue Richardson left her nonstop job as an associate at a corporate law firm in London, one of the partners took her aside and gave her a key tip: don’t forget to keep up your bar membership. (In order to maintain their licensure, lawyers must complete a certain number of continuing education credits annually.) Richardson followed his advice and decided to stay in touch with as many former colleagues as she could too. “I’m so glad he said that to me,” she tells me, “because it turned out to be critical.” After three and a half happy years at home, Richardson recently returned to a full-time job as an in-house counsel.
CAREER GOALS TO CONSIDER
I want to take an online class to build my skills.
I want to meet face-to-face with someone in a different industry each month.
I want to read one new business book every quarter.
I want to post regularly on LinkedIn to showcase my expertise and build up my community in my passion area.
I want to find a new volunteer opportunity that taps into my professional interests.
Family Goals
This is not the part where I tell you that your children are the ultimate proof of your success in motherhood. “You can create the feeling in your home. You can create the values that you are embracing as a family. But you cannot create your kids as if they are little statues,” says Rebecca Schrag Hershberg, a clinical psychologist and the author of The Tantrum Survival Guide. It may seem obvious, but still must be said: attaching your value to the way your children behave or perform will harm your relationship with your kids, and your own mental health. “You don’t have full control,” explains Hershberg. “One of the most dangerous aspects of parenthood right now is this idea that if I do X, Y, and Z, I can guarantee that my child won’t have various problems. And therefore, if they do end up with those problems, it means I didn’t parent them right.”
Emily Pardy, the marriage and family therapist in Nashville, encourages mothers she counsels to think back on parenting plans—from birthing to breastfeeding to sleep—that have already taken unexpected turns and to reflect on their children’s resilience and strength. “You can’t parent your child into a specific outcome,” she tells me, “And sometimes reflecting on these detours helps mom see that.”
As instinctive as all this advice sounds, so many mothers, me included, fall into the “perfect kids” trap. I was personally convinced that my success as a mother directly correlated to my children’s social skills. Hoping that my somewhat shy children would learn to greet people with gusto and confidence, I modeled big hellos and constant extroversion. Every time they refused to say hi to their aunts or their friends’ parents, my heart would sink. How could they do this to me? They are proving that I made the wrong choice by staying home with them. Would they have been better off in daycare? My thoughts looped around these questions every evening when the lights went out and my family was asleep.
Another common pitfall in family goal setting: striving for success that fits the mold created by Instagram influencers—or that you think will elicit the most likes when you post it on social media. In chapter 1, I shared the history of the stay-at-home mother stereotype, including the picture-perfect composite—beautiful house, innovative art projects, homemade meals, gentle parenting—generated on Instagram. As you set goals for your family, scrutinize whether you’ve come to idolize any social media accounts, and remind yourself that while there are crumbs of reality in your feed, the real story is off camera. “Striving for an Instagram-perfect life can create massive anxiety and depression in moms,” says Jo Piazza, host of the Under the Influence podcast.
Women new to career pauses often write to tell me that they burned out trying to do “all the things” to earn their stripes as stay-at-home moms. “I wanted to do it so well that there would be no argument about my fitness to be my daughter’s caregiver, as if taking a career pause was something to be earned with an invisible grading structure by…whom? Family and friends? General society? The patriarchy? I’m sheepish to confess it now, but I was desperate to become my own version of Supermom,” says Thao Thai, who lives in Columbus, Ohio, and paused her career as the executive director of a digital publication to be with her daughter and write occasionally.
When Edil Cuepo quit her job in real estate to care for her baby full-time, she lasered in on “take my daughter on outings all over the place” as her gold standard of outward success. “Every day, we had an activity. We’re going to the aquarium. Now we’re going to the library. Now I’m going to take you to a museum,” says the mom of two in Rockaway Beach, Queens. “My daughter was busier her first two years than she is now at age six. I had this urge to excel, to be this walking advertisement for a stay-at-home mom who wasn’t just staying at home, who was giving her daughter something no one else could. I didn’t need to put that pressure on myself,” she says.
So, if there’s no need to focus on superficial markers of success, what should your family goals be? One of the great advantages of limiting or pausing your career is that it gives you more mental space to think about the systems that guide you. This is your time to step into a leadership position and set the tone for your home environment, how you interact with your community, and your marriage (if you’re partnered). You get to notice what parts of domestic life light you up and prioritize those. Family goal setting also gives you an opportunity to discuss the division of responsibilities and how you’ll achieve the life you envision together. “Parents have four thousand things to do and setting aside time and effort to have a shared intention just takes you out of the weeds,” says Hershberg. “Working together toward the same goal gives a feeling of connection and increases your compassion for the other person.”
It can be tempting to set family goals on your own—and if your partner isn’t on board with this process or isn’t a true partner to you, then go it alone. But ideally, you can work on this project as a team. Whether you are in a two-parent household or a village that includes caregivers, grandparents, or friends, working together enables you to create a system that helps all the involved players and, ideally, allows you to circumvent the resentfulness that some say is intrinsic to motherhood.
As you’ve likely guessed, I eventually abandoned my goal to raise social butterflies, and together, my husband and I decided to set out to understand our children’s development better. As they’ve grown, we’ve adjusted this goal to learn more about whatever may feel off in our family dynamic (too much rushing before school, unhappy mealtimes). We come together to learn about rituals or routines that could make everyday moments easier. After all, these moments fill our days, and those days will fill all the years of early parenthood. We have given ourselves permission to treat these small things as important things.
Of course, we don’t do any of this work perfectly, and there have been periods when all we could do is hang on. Survival mode comes for all of us at some point, and certain circumstances may require it longer than anyone would like or expect. In those tough periods, keep in mind that even if all you do is think about family intentions occasionally, you’re making a difference. Ashley Habib, a widowed mom in New York City, says that it was easy to feel like life was just about cooking and cleaning in the hectic milieu of running her household while grieving. “When you’re a solo parent, it can be hard to enjoy your child,” she says. Because she is often in survival mode, she has set a weekly goal to “build in times of joy and ease and fun.”
Stacy Crocker, a mother of twin five-year-old boys in San Diego, wants to raise “empathetic children”—an outcome she knows can’t be measured, which is why she focuses on the process. Crocker describes herself as the “driver” of family goal setting. “I write them down, but then I’ll say to my husband, ‘Would you want to add any, or do you have any ideas on how to do things?’ ” The pair completed an online parenting course as part of their shared work. “It was great because it was like, ‘Okay, the kids are in bed, and we’re going to go watch TV. But first, we’re going to watch one little module of the course.’ ”
FAMILY GOALS TO CONSIDER
Remember, your goals can be big (raise independent thinkers) or small (Friday pizza nights that underscore togetherness). Neither type is better or more valid than the other. As you consider your goals, ask yourself, “When is my family at its best? What memories do I want my kids to have of their childhoods? And what are my family’s ideals, and is anything in my life right now in conflict with them?” A few ideas to get the creativity flowing:
I want to eat dinner at least once a week as a family.
I want our days to end with a soothing bedtime routine emphasizing gratitude.
I want to instill in my children that I value education and do my best to help them love to learn.
I want our family to feel our healthiest—which means all of us exercising, sleeping, and eating well.
I want to have more fun as a family.
Try It Yourself: Write Three Short-Term Goals
Step 1: Picture an ideal day in your life three years from now. Describe what you see, including where you are, how your relationships feel, what you spend your time doing, who you spend time with, and how you take care of yourself. Now look over what you wrote, and ask yourself:
Does this day feel good to you, or just look good to others?
Is this day aligned with your North Star? If not, which do you want to reevaluate—your North Star or how you’re spending your time on your ideal day?
What does this writing exercise tell you about…
What you’d like to spend more time on?
How you wish for your family to feel?
How you wish to feel?
What you’d like to change about how you spend your time now?
What you’d like to change about how you feel right now?
Step 2: Write one short-term goal for each category. Underneath each, list three realistic and enjoyable projects you can take on this year that will move you closer to the day-to-day life you described in step 1. Remember, you can come back here and rewrite your goals anytime.
Personal
My short-term goal is:
Project 1:
Project 2:
Project 3:
Career
My short-term goal is:
Project 1:
Project 2:
Project 3:
Family
My short-term goal is:
Project 1:
Project 2:
Project 3:
The Challenge of Striving Without Feedback
One big obstacle to transitioning to stay-at-home motherhood is that there are no external benchmarks to measure your progress. “There’s no raise. There’s no paycheck. Even if I have a bad day at work, I was doing it for the money. But if your baby screams all night, you’re just alone, wondering, ‘Am I a good mom?’ ” says Pardy.
When friends popped by to visit in the early months of my son’s life, they often commented on his physical growth (“Oh, he’s so big!”) or the state of my home (yes, non-crawling babies make for tidy-ish homes). Neither comment felt like an assessment of whether I was good at stay-at-home motherhood. My husband was too tired and absorbed with running his own business to give out many accolades—and when he did pay me a compliment, it didn’t exactly scratch my itch for validation. “I don’t know how you do this. I could never do what you do,” he’d say with incredulity as I moved from washing bottle parts to folding laundry to emptying the diaper pail. I’ve heard variations of this comment from men and women, friends, and acquaintances, and I’ve come to understand it as a “polite” way of saying, “I’m just too complex for at-home parenthood. I need the challenge of work to stay fulfilled.”
However, I did receive meaningful feedback that I cherish to this day from my mother. (Yes, the same woman who was skeptical of my decision to stay home.) Watching me slow down and delight in just being present, she would often say something like, “I love watching you as a mom. It’s the happiest I’ve ever seen you.”
Her words made me feel seen for having found peace, purpose, and enjoyment in motherhood. My North Star was the biggest and most authentic goal I had ever set, and here I was, achieving it. Nothing I discussed in those orange swivel chairs on the thirty-fourth floor had ever come close.
While you may be lucky enough to have a parent, partner, sibling, or friend congratulate you or cheer you on as you evolve in motherhood, in truth, the only person you can rely on for motivation is yourself. And I’m not going to lie: it may feel impossible at times. In some phases of your children’s lives, even the simplest tasks in pursuit of your North Star are unmanageable. (Ever vowed to take a five-minute mental health walk every day, and then discovered that your toddler has decided he now hates his stroller?) Family life is messy; keep that context top of mind as you set measurable benchmarks to reach.
Pardy suggests a loose and informal system: every three months, sit down and ask yourself, “Where do my time, money, and energy go?” If your answers don’t align with your projects and North Star, try to recalibrate your schedule. My husband and I have found it’s natural to check in at the beginning of the summer, back to school, and the start of the new year.
No matter what system you use to stay motivated, remember that these tools are here to help, not to punish or reward. There’s no “winning” or “losing” in motherhood. The only true success is feeling at ease as you walk through the world.
Power Practice: Write a North Star Goal
This chapter looked at why you’ll benefit from goals in your career break, how to identify those goals, and how to assess your progress. It starts with identifying the North Star—the one sentence that will act as a compass for all your more individualized objectives. Follow this two-step plan to identify a long-term North Star.
Step 1: Write a letter from your future self. Imagine you are twenty years older and have experienced a fulfilling two decades as a mom. Write a letter from that future you to present-day you. Describe all that you have accomplished personally and professionally. Write about your well-being, your community, your professional or creative pursuit, and your family. Share your regrets, your most significant accomplishments, and where you are now.
Next, evaluate the letter. Ask yourself:
Why do these accomplishments make you proud?
Is there anything in this reflection that focuses more on how you appear than how you feel? This is a time to check whether you are seeking outward approval or inner fulfillment.
What does this letter tell you about…
Who you care about most?
Your three to five most important values?
How you want to feel about yourself?
What success truly feels like?
Step 2: Write a one-sentence North Star for the next decade or longer.
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Create a Daily Rhythm to Maximize Joy
FALSE BELIEF
Stay-at-home parents become bored by the monotony of housework and caregiving.
NEW NARRATIVE
I have the independence to structure a day that allows me to find ease, flow, intellectual stimulation, and fulfillment in parenting.
DURING MY FIRST year of motherhood, I tried to do all the things. I was used to working a job where my daily calendar was packed with meetings and calls and blocks set aside for concentrated work time or business lunches, and I figured I should take the same approach to this new job of raising a small human. It’s what kept me productive in the office, so I was sure the same would be true at home.
I researched the most popular baby classes in my neighborhood (and promptly signed up for the beloved creative movement classes with dancer Dionne Kamara that other moms raved about), organized playgroups, scheduled feedings and mealtimes, and was militant about my son’s nap and sleep routines. I’ll admit I was not always the most fun to be around—I had very little flexibility about things like nap time (as I would repeatedly tell my visiting parents, no, we cannot skip it or push it back just this once, only to catch the surreptitious eye rolls passed between them). While I don’t want to use the words “drill sergeant,” perhaps Dan would disagree.
In some ways, the plan worked out nicely—our family established some predictable rhythms, my kids were pretty good sleepers, and as they grew older I felt good about the mix of activities they were getting in their days. But as much as I wanted to model my scheduling approach on the pre-children, all-business Neha of years past, there were some key differences in my day-to-day that I forgot to account for.
The most important of which was: at the end of the work day, you go home.
Whether you are an elementary school teacher or a physical therapist or a marketing executive, there is a moment at the end of the day when you transition from work to life. And sure, you might answer some emails or tinker with a lesson plan from your kitchen table at night, but there is a delineation between the job and the home that reminds you to take a moment for yourself. During those earliest years with my kids, that moment of transition disappeared, and “take a moment for me” was the one thing I forgot to schedule into my day.
Another difference was that at the office, my scheduled blocks of work were usually bookended by a moment of downtime. I’d chat with a coworker or catch up on my favorite blog, Cup of Jo. At home, our scheduled blocks were bookended, or more often interrupted, by diaper explosions or temper tantrums or, on better days, stops at the ice cream truck or to watch a spider crawl across the sidewalk. I loved the fun of seeing Bodie eat his way through a Push Pop (and seeing the resulting Insta-worthy orange mess on his face), but the moments for me time were fewer and farther between. And I felt that loss—hard. I had figured out how to foster a rhythm for my son, but I clearly hadn’t mastered how to do the same for myself.
Eventually, I began to schedule me-time blocks at home, too. Dan and I set up a standing date night, and we each set aside one evening a week to see friends (I took Tuesdays). He began taking wake-up duty so I could do a morning workout (though sometimes that “workout” turned into extra sleep). Even when I was with the kids, I was able to factor in my own desires when making the schedule—art time, my favorite shared activity with my children, came in the morning, so that I guaranteed myself a sense of accomplishment early in the day. There was nothing wrong with structuring our lives, I realized—in fact, I appreciated how our schedule allowed me to introduce some level of predictability into our weeks—but that structure needed to focus on the entire family, not just the kids. We all needed equal consideration.
Let Go of the Supermom Myth
Early in this book, we talked about the enduring image that has colored the overall perception of stay-at-home mothers: June Cleaver…shut in, bored, and endlessly housekeeping. But we’ve also referenced a newer, and perhaps more damaging, portrait that has weaseled its way into the minds of American parents. Rather than a singular picture, this one is more like a mosaic—a compilation of all the little squares we see on an Instagram grid or Pinterest board. In one afternoon scroll, you might be served a friend’s adorable craft project and your cousin’s spotless home and an influencer’s homemade meatballs with hidden zucchini and carrots and a celebrity mom’s jog with the stroller, and suddenly you’ve composed an ideal of all the things you think you should be doing in a single day to “succeed” as a primary parent. And, chances are, it’s making you feel like crap. A 2022 study published in the journal Computers in Human Behavior notes that “social media has drastically increased the amount of parenting content that mothers encounter in their day-to-day lives,” and much of this content is “idealized portrayals of motherhood,” which the authors found can significantly increase levels of envy, anxiety, and comparison, and can be damaging to your mental health.
The problem: these idealized portrayals perform well. The “momfluencers” who make money by posting content aren’t trying to make other parents feel bad or less than; they’re just trying to publish images that generate engagement. “Photos on Instagram do the best when they’re beautiful. That’s just the truth,” says Jo Piazza, who notes that this has been the case since the earliest days of influencing. “Everyone knows the algorithm promotes the photos that are the most beautiful, the cleanest lines, and the ones that look like magazine editorials. So from the beginning, when moms wanted their photos to be successful, they would post something beautiful. And that cycle is what generated this picture-perfect image of motherhood on Instagram. Suddenly we are seeing overly curated faux images of what being a stay-at-home mom looks like: it looks beautiful, you’re juggling so many things so easily. And there was just none of the reality, the pain, the stress…it just doesn’t come across in the picture.”
It’s very tempting to post the moments we are most proud of with our children. If I’d shared a photo on any given morning during my first five years of motherhood, I’d probably be sharing an image of me and my kids mid–splatter paint or microwaving Dove soap for an art-and-science experiment. Those were the hours I enjoyed the most with my kids, and I was happy to show them off, because I love art and I don’t mind mess. It sounds Pinterest perfect, except what you wouldn’t see was that I didn’t pick up the paint-splattered mat or wipe the remnants of our activity off the wall until late in the evening. Or that I served chicken nuggets and hot dogs more nights than I care to put in print. I chose what I wanted to put energy into and what I didn’t—but I wasn’t about to widely share the places where I “fell short.” No one parent can do it all, but the social media Supermom mosaic makes us think that we should (and that someone out there does).
One fact will always be true: there are only 24 hours in a day, and 168 in a week. We might want to do more for our kids and with our kids, but our time in which to do all that has not changed, and it never will. We’re trying to cram even more activity into our days (specifically more activity devoted to serving others), which means that while our feelings of comparison are on the rise, so too are our feelings of time poverty and burnout.
Time poverty is the chronic feeling of having too many things to do and not enough time to do them, which many people consider unavoidable when you are home full-time with young children. This can be especially true in the early weeks and months of stay-at-home parenthood. In most paid jobs, workers encounter a straightforward schedule that requires little planning on their part. If you’re in a corporate office, meetings get requested or put on your calendar. If you work in a school, there’s a bell to start and a bell to end and the periods in between are predetermined. If you worked as a nurse before having kids or were employed in a doctor’s office, the appointment calendar dictated how the day would go. Shifting to staying at home full-time can be a real jolt to the system, because these established schedules are no longer in place. As Stacy Crocker, who left her job in tax services and strategy at Intuit to stay at home, pointed out, “It wasn’t like a slow transition: I worked fifty hours a week and had a full-time nanny, and then the next week I didn’t.”
Adjusting to such a radical shift can take a minute. “Times of transition leave people’s heads kind of spinning, specifically when so much change is happening at once,” says Anna Kornick, a mother, time management coach, and host of It’s About Time, a podcast specifically geared toward overworked women. “It can be really difficult to find that solid footing in order to begin creating new routines that can support what you want your life to look like moving forward.”
And because the time blocks in your new normal only exist if you create them (and doing so can feel like just another thing on an already endless list), it’s easy to find yourself without a window to prepare or eat lunch—or worse, with a total inability to get to a doctor’s appointment or care for yourself. In 2017, 24 percent of American women reported delaying or not obtaining health care because they couldn’t find time, and 14 percent cited trouble finding childcare. According to a paper in the Journal of Global Health, these were just a few of the dire consequences of the rising issue of time poverty—and it is indeed a global problem. According to the U.K. census bureau, those living with children younger than fifteen had up to fourteen hours per week less free time than those living alone.
One common and unfortunate consequence of time poverty? Burnout. The concept, now understood as a general mental-health term, was originally introduced as a workplace phenomenon. In 2019, the World Health Organization (WHO) added the condition to the International Statistical Classification of Diseases and Related Health Problems, its official compendium of diseases. It was categorized as an “occupational phenomenon” (not a disease) and defined as a “syndrome conceptualized as resulting from chronic workplace stress that has not been successfully managed.” Burnout, according to the WHO, is characterized by three factors: “feelings of energy depletion or exhaustion; increased mental distance from one’s job, or feelings of negativism or cynicism related to one’s job; and reduced professional efficacy.” According to the Mayo Clinic, job burnout can lead to excessive stress, fatigue, insomnia, irritability, and high blood pressure, among other physical and mental conditions.
Given that being a primary parent is a job in itself, it’s easy to extrapolate the original burnout definition to those with responsibilities outside the traditional workplace. Over the past few years, the term “caregiver burnout” has been used to describe these similar feelings in adults in the sandwich generation, those who are caring for both their parents and their children. In 2022, the motherhood lifestyle website Motherly released its annual State of Motherhood survey, in which 55 percent of the stay-at-home mothers polled stated that they “always” or “frequently” feel burned out (versus 49 percent of mothers who worked outside the home). And while time poverty can be one cause of this persistent feeling, it’s certainly not the only factor. A study from the journal Frontiers in Psychology found that “feeling pressure to be a perfect mother was positively related to parental burnout.” In other words: holding yourself to the standards of the mythical Supermom mosaic is not only unrealistic, it’s also bad for your health.
There Are No Gold Stars
When I first transitioned to staying at home full-time, staring at a wide-open calendar felt, well, terrifying. The rigid family scheduling that followed was just as much for me as it was for my kids—I simply wasn’t used to having a day where I wasn’t trying to accomplish something. Plus, I was so defensive about the “What will you do all day?” or “Won’t you get bored?” questions, and so insistent on fighting back against the stereotype of the overwhelmed mom who finds Cheerios in her hair because she can’t find a moment to shower that I drastically overcorrected. Many mothers I’ve talked to had similar experiences.
“Those first weeks after I left my full-time job, I laid out intricate crafts, planning out our days down to the minute,” shared novelist Thao Thai in an essay for Mother Untitled. “I set a schedule full of workbooks and outdoor activities and library visits. I zipped around doing as much housework as I could while my daughter was occupied with something else; no dish unwashed, no load of laundry unfolded…. I felt my day was only worth something if every second was accounted for and validated by some nebulous Good Parenting Committee.”
But there are no gold stars for parenting, and while creating a strict schedule might give you an illusion of control over your time, if you try to pack it all in you may add an element of go-go-go to your day that is not particularly healthy for you or your kids. It’s the other side of the time-poverty coin: you might fit in that doctor’s appointment because you’ve got every single hour accounted for, but rushing from one thing to the next does not afford much time for fulfillment, which is likely what you were looking for when you made the choice to stay home in the first place. Parents who say they always feel rushed are more likely to say that parenting is tiring all the time and twice as likely to say that parenting is stressful all the time. And those feelings of stress—especially if you try to hide them—aren’t just affecting you: they can be transmitted to your kids. A 2020 study found that kids can pick up on when their parents try to conceal stress, and that they actually have a physical reaction, feeling more stress themselves.
If the unscheduled day of a primary parent with no established time blocks can be described as “too soft,” and the overbooked one as “too hard,” then I promise there’s a version of your day-to-day that will be just right. But it starts with considering the right pace for you. Your days can be built with the same intention you brought to choosing to pause in the first place. It will involve looking closely at what you want to focus on right now, as well as what you’re willing to let go of, and knowing that none of it is set in stone.
Rhythms over Routines
Much has been made in the media about the benefit of daily routines. Headlines like “10 Things That Highly Successful People Do Every Morning” or “9 Nighttime Routines of the Mega-Successful” can pretty much guarantee clicks. TikTok videos of teenagers’ daily routines garner tens of millions of views. (My friend’s eight-year-old daughter is constantly watching her favorite YouTubers’ morning routine videos and adjusting her own accordingly—it starts young!) There’s science to it—studies show that having regular routines can boost cognitive function, reduce stress, and improve productivity, among other benefits, and that kids with routines have higher social-emotional health—but there’s also an aspirational element. The hope seems to be that if we can emulate another person’s exact order of events, we will feel as productive and together as they seem to be. But the word “routine” might also suggest a level of rigidity that’s unrealistic when you’re home with young kids, and it can make you feel like a failure if you don’t hit every mark.
This is why I suggest focusing on a rhythm rather than a routine. A rhythm can be as simple as determining a general time the family turns on for the day and the time they turn off, punctuated with meals and snacks or naps in between. In fact, the building blocks of any rhythm will begin with food and sleep, but they might establish a predictable pattern around when you enlist screens, and what time of day you usually go outside. Julie Morgenstern, author of Time to Parent, points to five daily “islands of predictability” for kids: when they wake up, when they leave the house in the morning (whether for school or with a parent), reuniting with family or winding down toward the end of the day, dinner, and bedtime. “Kids thrive on consistency,” Morgenstern says. “In a child’s world, everything is still fairly new and the world is unpredictable and full of surprises, both good and bad. So it’s helpful to have several predictable anchors in each day. It allows kids to know that ‘when I wake up, this is what will happen.’ ”
A rhythm doesn’t account for each moment of the day in five-minute intervals, but it also doesn’t let time stretch out endlessly before you with no structure in place, only for you to realize the day is over and you haven’t changed out of your pajamas. Rhythms provide reliability, but also flexibility. “I like to have some structure in my day, because it helps me to accomplish the things I want to do and bring in the healthy habits I want my kids to see, but I don’t want it ever to get overscheduled or like there is no wiggle room,” says Olivia Metzger, a private-practice therapist currently on a career break with her four young boys in the Chicago suburbs. “A rhythm, to me, has malleability, and it’s in tune with different phases of life or phases of the year. For example, we value sleep versus outdoor time differently in summer and winter because of the climate that we live in.”
Rhythms also offer relief in moments that feel like they’ve gone off track. “The days I feel the least confident are the ones when I don’t have a system in place,” says Nicole Cole, a mother of two in Maryland who spent years as a supervisor of school quality for the DC Public Charter School Board. “Having a schedule helps me to know what’s coming next, especially when we are having a bad day. With my two-year-old, I might feel like, ‘Okay, playtime was a little rocky today, but we both know that an hour of quiet time is coming up and during that time we can both recharge.’ ” Rhythms help you feel in control of your day, rather than like your day is in control of you.
After our children were born, it took a little while for my husband to fully understand this. Before kids, he envisioned that we’d be what he considered a “go-with-the-flow family,” two adults who changed their lives not at all when they had kids, and this was a source of friction between us during our first year of parenthood. That is, until Dan realized that predictable bedtimes and having a general flow to the day served him as well as it served the kids. He could throw himself into playing with the baby for a couple of hours after work if he knew that come seven p.m. we would start reading bedtime books and by seven forty-five we could relax in front of This Is Us.
The most important thing about establishing your daily rhythm is that you do so intentionally. This is your chance to design a day-to-day (or a week-to-week) that helps your family thrive and also supports your needs as well. Knowing that I need to be creative to feel fulfilled, I shaped our daily rhythm around morning play and art. It meant that every night for the years I had children at home I would scan a handful of go-to Instagram accounts for the easiest craft activity I could find, so that I could guarantee one chunk of time the next morning where I would feel hands-on and connected to my kids. Maybe your rhythm incorporates being outside because you grew up in the mountains and hate being cooped up indoors. Maybe it requires moving your body, because you’re an athlete at heart. It could be that the most important part of your routine is giving yourself a break in the middle of the day. If you know that you function better if you have an afternoon rest hour, great. That doesn’t mean you can suddenly leave your young kids home alone, obviously, but you can build your rhythm around an hour of independent play each day, so that your kids can relax and let their minds wander and you can be more hands-off.
If you are structuring your day to maximize your ability to get things done, you also want to take into account your internal rhythms. Recognize when you are most focused and when your attention span is weakest (a perfect time to RSVP to Paperless Post invitations or shop online). This also applies over the course of the week—if you’re exhausted on Monday after the free-for-all of a weekend, maybe you schedule your big family adventures (or any activity that requires a high level of patience and energy) on Wednesdays or Thursdays. Yes, taking stock of all these tendencies and preferences, as well as those of your kids, might feel like a lot of work, but the return on investment is huge, says Lizzie Assa, a mother of three and founder of the Workspace for Children. “From the time we wake up until the time we go to sleep, yes, so much of it is intentional, and that sounds exhausting,” she says. “But it’s not exhausting if your life becomes easier, right?”
As you think through what your family schedule should look like, remember that your rhythms will change over time. “Our values are not necessarily a set-it-and-forget-it thing because we evolve as people, and the same goes for our routines and habits and how we envision our ideal day or our ideal life as our children get older,” says Anna Kornick. “Our routines are going to age with them, and that relieves the pressure. When you go into it knowing, ‘This is the routine for now, this is the best fit for my life now,’ you’re setting the expectation with yourself that hey, it’s okay when the day comes that it doesn’t work anymore.”
THINK WEEK-TO-WEEK, NOT DAY-TO-DAY
Trying to plan the ideal day can be a recipe for disaster. Let’s say you sleep 7 hours a night (which is probably not enough, but is slightly more than the average American’s 6.8 hours)—that leaves you with 17 hours to fit in everything you want to do for yourself, your kids, your partner, your home, and on and on. Attempting to do that for just one day, without a single hiccup, is ambitious. Thinking you can plan your everyday rhythm around that, with no unexpected derailments, might be plain delusional.
“ ‘What’s everything that I want to feel or experience in a day? Okay, well, I want to do yoga and I want to meditate and I want to have time to cultivate my spirituality and I want to spend time with my husband and I want to work out.’…We become overwhelmed because there are so many things that we want to fit into this perfect day,” says Kornick. But if you zoom out to a full week, well, now you have 168 hours to work with. Taking this broader view “gives you the opportunity to be consistent without doing something daily. We fall into the trap of thinking that consistency means every single day, but you can work out three times a week and still be consistent.”
Optimize for What’s Important
We live in a culture that prioritizes productivity, and one that generally defines productivity not by what you got done but how much you got done. But the reality is, you could cross twenty items off your to-do list in a single day and still feel like you didn’t use your time wisely if you don’t take a moment for something that matters to you. Morgenstern says this is a trap that moms in particular are susceptible to. “They lean on the to-do list because it feels like a way of taking control and taming the chaos. They say, ‘Let me clean up or do the dishes because then I’ll feel better,’ but it’s so transient,” she says. “Of course, some tasks need to get done, but the kind of satisfaction that comes from hanging out with a friend or pursuing a hobby, it has a much richer and more lasting effect than crossing anything off a to-do list.” If the important tasks—whether they’re important because they’re the most fun, the most aligned with your success metrics, or just the most immediately urgent—are left unchecked, you can still feel unfulfilled, and probably will.
The hard truth of parenting is that the to-do list is never done. There is always another lunch to pack, permission slip to sign, or next size up of clothing to buy. And even when your kids are bigger and more self-sufficient, there will be something new to worry about or one more thing to do to be helpful. I don’t say this to be a downer—it’s likely that one reason you chose to take this career pause was so that you could be available to do these things for your kids. But if you are waiting to get to the fun stuff once the more mundane tasks are done, you very well could be waiting forever.
Feeling productive is important to our mental health. Checking something off the to-do list releases a hit of dopamine, a neurotransmitter often referred to as the “happy hormone,” and it got that nickname for a reason. It makes us feel good. Productivity also signals growth—it says we’ve been working toward a goal and have made progress. It’s when we feel stagnant that mental health suffers. But what if you redefined productivity as getting the important things done, rather than the most things? If rather than optimizing for doing more as a parent, you optimized for doing what matters? If feeling productive meant feeling fulfilled, or at least like you’re moving forward rather than merely staying afloat, you might find your daily or weekly schedule would change pretty significantly.
In chapter 4, we talked about redefining success, identifying your North Star, and establishing the short-term goals that can help you feel successful on a weekly or monthly basis. For you, what’s important might be community, or cultivating a sense of adventure for your family, or maybe, like me, it is about growing more patient. Keep those intentions in mind as you think through your days or weeks—if you consider your schedule a vehicle to help propel you toward your goals, it might crystallize what you actually want to pencil in and what you can leave out.
What’s important, or what qualifies as productive, can be a moving target, one that changes from season to season. Reading- together time might give way to outdoor time in the summer months, for example. I often think of those back-to-school weeks in early September as a seasonal exception to our usual rhythms. The world thinks of this time as an uber-productive period where everyone gets back into the groove of a regular schedule. What the world often forgets is that these weeks are also fraught with nerves for the kids—Will my teacher like me? Will I be able to keep up? Will my friends from last year still be my friends this year?—and too many get-to-know-you gatherings for the parents. If you have really little ones, you might also be required to attend school for an hour in the morning, or pick them up at a different time each day, as the young kids learn to phase in to their school day. For this reason, every September I reset my priorities for what is important that month, and what will qualify as productivity. I lighten my expectations of my Mother Untitled work and accept that I’ll see my friends less, and instead I focus on maintaining my mental health and trying to keep life at home feeling predictable for the kids while our outside world is in a state of transition.
Lower Your Standards for Tasks You Dread
The only way to prioritize your schedule for what you really want to get done is to let go of what you can’t get done…or, better yet, what you simply don’t want to do. “Don’t just do what you think you’re supposed to do to enrich your kids,” says Assa. “If you hate the zoo, don’t go there! Your kids will eventually go to the zoo on a field trip or with their grandma, and if they don’t, it’s fine. If you love the beach, figure out a rhythm to get your kids to the beach and get them really good at going to the beach, because that’s good for everyone.”
How’s this for a confession? I’m a stay-at-home parent who hates the playground. I was never that mom who got to sit on the bench and watch happily while her kids ran free. Mine were always trying to pull me into the sandbox, which wasn’t fun for me, or sit with me on the sidelines, which wasn’t fun for them. I felt guilty at first—what kind of mom hates the playground? Well, it turns out, this kind. And I’ve accepted it. Sometimes Dan will take them on weekends, or they go with a playdate or a babysitter. My children are not deprived of monkey bars or slides, but I don’t have to suffer, either.
Keeping your North Star in mind might also help you give yourself permission to let go of those things you think you should do, but, deep down, you know that you shouldn’t. Once I realized that my North Star was maintaining my sense of calm, I actively let go of the big to-dos that would definitely cause me stress. So long, big birthday parties and family photo shoots. I won’t say it doesn’t have consequences—every year around the holidays, when the cards featuring family and friends in matching outfits start arriving in my mailbox, I momentarily regret not having my own, featuring my adorable kids or that year’s family vacation. But then I remember the twenty-four hours (minimum) of my life that I gained back by bypassing this tradition, and I envision the stress I would feel from agonizing over which outfit and which picture and who to send it to and what to say in the note, and I feel good about my choice.
Because this is real life, we can’t simply drop every painful task and fill our schedules with only the fun stuff. There will be chores that must get done, whether they are important to you or not. Dirty clothes and dishes need cleaning. Food needs to get on the table at dinner. But none of these tasks must be done perfectly, whatever that even means. By actively lowering your standards for the household tasks you dread, you free up time for the activities that are meaningful to you. If straightening up grates on your nerves, perhaps you keep one room in the house presentable for company, and the rest can stay a bit messy. As Liz Greene, a mother of three in Andover, Massachusetts, explains, “I cook chicken nuggets more nights than I care to admit, enjoying laughter and lots of ketchup instead of negotiations over broccoli.”
Monotonous household tasks are also great opportunities for kids to get some experience with chores. “If emptying the dishwasher and folding the laundry feels good to you, by all means, do it yourself,” Assa says. But if it doesn’t, incorporate the kids. In her house, Assa says she makes an informal chart of the household tasks that need to get done each day, alongside the fun activities her kids really want to do. “Then in the morning, I sit down and say, ‘Here are the things we want to do this morning, and here are the tasks that have to happen. How can we work as a team to get it done? How can we divvy that up?’ ” Sure, the laundry might go back in the drawers unfolded, but it’ll just get grass stains and wrinkles again soon anyway. It’s a small price to pay for peace of mind.
An added bonus? Research says kids who are assigned chores as kids are happier and more professionally successful as adults. Julie Lythcott-Haims, author of How to Raise an Adult, spoke to this connection in her popular TED Talk, “How to Raise Successful Kids—Without Over-Parenting.” Citing the longitudinal Harvard Study of Adult Development, which started in 1938, she noted that “professional success in life…comes from having done chores as a kid, and the earlier you started, the better…. A roll-up-your-sleeves-and-pitch-in mindset, a mindset that says, there’s some unpleasant work, someone’s got to do it, it might as well be me, a mindset that says, I will contribute my effort to the betterment of the whole, that’s what gets you ahead in the workplace.” Give the tasks you’re willing to relinquish to your kids. You’ll have less to do, they’ll get to experience ownership and accomplishment of a task, and you’ll all be able to get to the fun stuff sooner. Everybody wins.
EMBRACE THE OFF HOURS
There are plenty of perks to being on a career pause, and a major one is being free from the traditional nine-to-five (or, who are we kidding, eight-to-six) schedule. In the early years of parenting, before your kids are in school, allow yourself to embrace the off-hours and think creatively about when you want to do various activities with your kids. There’s no need to navigate crowded spaces in the afternoon and on weekends just because that’s what you’re used to. “I really appreciate that I can go to the zoo or the Discovery Museum or the park during the week in the middle of the day,” says mom-of-two Helen Ortiz. “It’s not all after work or on the weekend, shoving in swim classes at the same time as everyone else. There’s a pace now that feels much more comfortable, that I never felt when work was my identity. It always felt very rushed.”
Schedule Time to Yourself
Just as any professional in a working environment needs time away from the office, every parent who stays at home will need time away from their kids. When you find yourself being referred to as “Bodie’s mom” just as often (if not more) than your actual first name, it’s important—to your happiness and your confidence and your sanity—to take time to remember and reconnect with who you are individually, not in the context of who you are in relation to someone else.
As if your happiness and sanity aren’t enough, your physical health is also buoyed by time to yourself. Leslie Forde, CEO and founder of Mom’s Hierarchy of Needs, focuses her work on helping mothers make space for self-care and surfacing the link between that self-care and a mother’s well-being. She notes that carving out me time is about more than just treating yourself to an occasional night out or a face mask. “Even if you weren’t interested in your own happiness—and you should be—women are at greater risk for most stress-related illnesses,” she says. “We disproportionately suffer from anxiety and depression. If you look at conditions like hypertension and heart disease, there’s a pretty strong case on the medical side that not caring for your mental and physical health isn’t sustainable. If you’re a caregiver and you have this responsibility for your kids, and possibly also your aging parents or other loved ones, you’re taking on more strain—more physical strain, more cognitive strain—and you’re probably not getting as much sleep.”
Claiming this time, however, will take some work. A 2018 survey of two thousand parents (from the recipe website Munchery), found that parents only get thirty-two minutes of me time a day, and that they “hide” from their kids about four times a week just to get a moment to themselves. And leisure time is harder to come by for women than men—dads have three hours more of it per week than moms. You might be gifted a night to yourself for Valentine’s Day, or get a Mother’s Day coupon book with a voucher for “one kid-free hour,” but to incorporate time to yourself consistently, as part of your daily or weekly rhythm, you may need to advocate for it and proactively take it. As we know, free time will never magically appear—which is why at Mom’s Hierarchy of Needs, they don’t call it the “to-do list” but the “never-done list.” “There’s no pot of time at the end of the rainbow,” says Forde. “You are going to need to do something to make the time. You are going to have to ruthlessly prioritize it and viciously defend it and you’re going to have to explain one hundred times to the people in your life that you need it.”
I’ve talked to enough primary parents to know that I don’t really need to convince them of the importance of time to themselves. They believe it, and they want it. Getting it is the hurdle that’s tough to clear. In our AMP survey, we found that, on average, four in ten women develop at least one new hobby after becoming a stay-at-home mom. For the most part, moms said they work on those hobbies after the kids are asleep or when they’re at school. A smaller number do it before the kids wake up. This is when it becomes critical to observe and cater to your own internal rhythms—if you’re a night owl, trying to force yourself to wake up early to fit in hobbies isn’t going to work long term. Same if you’re an early bird trying to stay up late. Hobbies are not fun if you’re trying to strong-arm yourself into enjoying them.
There will, of course, be times when none of these options work. If your kids are not yet school age and you need to go to the doctor, you probably can’t do that after bedtime. Or maybe your particular hobby is a middle-of-the-afternoon activity. This is when that ruthless prioritizing and vicious defending will come in. You may need to hire help, or negotiate with your partner so that they come home an hour earlier once a week, or put them in charge for a chunk of time on the weekends. Perhaps you trade one morning a week with another stay-at-home parent. When my daughter was six months old, I hired a mother’s helper to come by a few afternoons each week (less expensive than a babysitter, since I was still home) so that I could get some time to myself.
In comedian Ali Wong’s stand-up special Hard Knock Wife, she does a bit about how she finds the time to perform while parenting a small kid at home. “It’s so sexist when people ask me, well, if you’re here, then who’s taking care of the baby?” she says. “Who the f*ck do you think is taking care of the baby? The TV is taking care of the baby, okay?” Like all successful jokes, there’s a kernel of truth in there. When used intentionally, screen time can be a great way to steal a few moments alone. But intentionality is key. If I’m at my wit’s end and I plop my kids in front of the television because I can’t take another second of parenting, I will feel immensely guilty. I’ll be mad at myself for seemingly losing control or giving up. But if I actively plan for it—scheduling two half-hour windows, one in the morning and one in the evening, so that I can take a breather—then I feel like I’ve made a good choice for everyone. And it’s not about the amount of time the kids spend on the screen (the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry recommends limiting screen time to one hour per weekday—and three hours per weekend day—for kids between two and five, after which there is no set recommended time limit), but rather having made the decision on my own. The feeling of exasperation, like I can’t handle this job I’ve signed up for, is what makes me feel guilty. Not the thirty minutes or hour in front of Bluey.
Once you’ve navigated how you will schedule your me time, what you do with it is up to you. If you’re stuck, and I’ve talked to plenty of parents who say that time to themselves feels so foreign that when it happens they’re almost paralyzed with indecision, I will say first and foremost: skip the errands. There will be other moments for the tasks that are in service of your dependents—this time is about you. If you’re still unsure, think about prioritizing your health. It’s a pretty all-encompassing directive, but as you consider what “prioritize your health” means to you, the best use of your time might become clear. “Self-care—or caring for your mental, physical, and emotional health—does involve things like movement, and sleep, and stress management, but it also involves connecting with other adults and having healthy relationships, and learning and growing and having fun,” Forde says. “It’s multiple things. It’s not just one thing.” Napping, exercising, meditating, seeing a friend or talking to one on the phone, engaging in your hobby, even just sitting down for a quiet moment with a cup of coffee…all of these will help you slow down, refocus on yourself, and will benefit your health.
You might even create a physical space that’s just for you, so that the clutter of toys or looming household chores are not staring you in the face when you’re trying to step aside. We’ve all heard of the man cave. The female equivalent, sometimes referred to as the “she shed,” hasn’t quite made its way into common vernacular. Still, the underlying intention has merit. One mom in the Mother Untitled community was so overwhelmed with the piles of family stuff that she craved a room (even a small one) of her own. Because she had left her full-time job, and thus didn’t need a whole office wardrobe anymore, she was happy to convert the section of her closet that once housed business-casual shoes and dresses into an office nook with dark moody wallpaper, a small desk, and an IKEA shelf.
There will inevitably be seasons when solo time is harder to come by. Your kids are out of school, or your partner is on a work deadline, or your go-to babysitter is on vacation. If a thirty- or sixty-minute window feels completely unrealistic, focus on the smaller pockets of time. There are a lot of in-between moments in parenting—time spent waiting in the pickup line or in the lobby during a dance class—as well as “dead time” when you are, say, emptying the dishwasher or folding laundry. I’m not usually a proponent of multitasking (studies show that trying to do so decreases efficiency and increases distraction), but these are the perfect times to call a friend or relative, or listen to a podcast or audiobook. Rochelle Knowles, a certified life and health coach and founder of Mindful Eyes Limited, notes that mothers need a “brain break,” and when time is tight, we need to take what we can get.
WHEN SPECIAL CIRCUMSTANCES THROW A WRENCH INTO THE SCHEDULE
Rhythms, routines, time alone…if you’re a single parent or the parent of a neurodivergent kid, all of this may sound great in theory and impossible in practice. There will be times when the goal really is just to get through the day by any means possible. But it’s in these circumstances, which likely require more concentrated chunks of hyperfocus from you, when self-care is even more critical. Christine Hackett, a mother of two children, one with special needs, creates space for herself by “radically letting go.” Rather than centering schedules around what must happen, she frees up her schedule—and mental load—by accepting what doesn’t need to happen.
“When my son comes home after school, I just let him do whatever he needs to do. In the past I would have been like, ‘Oh, there’s this expectation you need to come home and do your homework and eat a snack’ and instead I say, ‘Whatever you need to do to decompress, this is your time,’ ” she says. “My oldest, he hates singing at birthday parties. When we go to a birthday party on the weekend, I tell him, ‘They’re going to sing now, you can go away.’ And that’s just how our daily life is—if this is something that’s too hard for you, you don’t have to do it. I’m not going to engage in a power struggle over something that’s not really that important.” This frees her up to do the stuff that is important, but difficult for her son, on her own schedule—while still giving herself an occasional break. Remember, there are no rules of the rhythm. It’s about giving yourself permission to create a schedule that works for you.
SAMPLE SCHEDULES
Everyone’s daily schedule is going to look different, based on factors including how many kids you have, how old they are, where you live, your childcare situation, your partner’s job and whether they work from home, your personal interests, and your current priorities. The schedules that follow are specific to the women who live them. Consider them inspiration for what your rhythm could look like, but don’t limit yourself to the time chunks or activities listed here. The only thing that’s necessary for your schedule is that it’s manageable on a consistent basis and that it takes into account your kids’ needs and also your own.
Schedule 1
Mom of: Three boys, ages two, four, and six
Lives in: Boston suburbs
Mom is primarily focused on family, some freelance writing and editing on the side
Dad works remotely from home
6:15 a.m.: Middle child wakes up (he watches a show in bed with parents as they slowly wake up)
6:45: Mom wakes and gets dressed, does hair and makeup. Every other morning, shower and blow out hair. “I sleep with my hair up in a bun, with a silk scrunchie to keep it nice on day two, making fifty percent of my mornings easier.”
7:15: Mom wakes up oldest son and sends him downstairs (older two boys prepare their own cereal) as dad makes toast and waffles for the youngest
7:30: Youngest child wakes up. Kids eat breakfast/parents put lunches in backpacks, etc.
8:15: Dad leaves to drop middle child off at preschool, Mom escorts oldest down the street to the bus stop with youngest in tow. Husband returns home and parents finish coffee and discuss the logistics of the day ahead.
8:45: Tidy up house, do laundry, stroller walk around the neighborhood with the youngest child while listening to a podcast
10:00: Storytime at the library with youngest, run an errand or two
11:30: Lunchtime. “As I make lunch for my youngest, I do the same for my older kiddos and place them in the next day’s bento boxes. This removes the dreaded ‘still need to pack lunches’ moment at the end of the day, and there’s no way I could make them the morning of—too much going on!”
12:00–2:30 p.m.: Nap time for youngest. Housework on pause while mom solely works on freelance writing assignments and family admin/paperwork.
2:30: Youngest is awake and needs a snack. Fold laundry, other household chores, regroup for the rest of afternoon.
3:15: One parent leaves to pick up preschooler
3:45: One parent walks to bus stop to get oldest child off the bus
4:00–5:00: Boys empty backpacks and lunches, then play. “We limit after school activities since our boys aren’t home from school until close to four p.m. and they’re still on the younger side. Family dinnertime and quiet time during the week is essential to the health of our family. The oldest has soccer practice once a week from five to six p.m., and games on the weekend, and the middle child has an art class once a week at four p.m. Other than that, they’re home after school.”
5:00: Baths/showers for boys as Dad preps dinner. When each boy is done with his bath, they return downstairs to watch a TV show until dinner. Mom lays out school outfits for the next day and preps bedrooms for sleep (blinds, noise machines, etc.).
6:00: Family dinner
6:30: One parent cleans up, the other assists with teeth brushing, light play
7:00: Reading time or another quiet show (depends on parents’ energy levels)
7:30: Dad does bedtime routine with youngest, Mom with older boys
8:00–9:00: Dad typically returns to work at his desk, Mom does skincare routine and tidies up house, addresses any remaining work and family admin priorities for the day
9:00: Goal time for Mom to be in bed and reading a book
10:00: Goal time for lights out for Mom
10:30: Realistic lights out for Mom and Dad
Schedule 2
Mom of: Two girls, ages five and seven
Lives in: New York City
Mom is fully at home, recently starting a health-coaching business on the side
Dad works from an office, out of the home
6:00 a.m.: Wake up
6:00–6:45: Business hour—answer emails, etc.
6:45: Get ready—brush teeth, wash face, brush hair
7:00: Kids wake up
7:00–8:00: Make breakfast, pack kids’ and husband’s lunch, and calm down tired and cranky kids. Drink green juice while getting kids to dress and brush their teeth.
8:00: Kids put shoes on while Mom does a quick cleanup of kitchen and living room
8:10: Leave for school on bike
8:20: School drop-off
9:00: Work out twice a week
9:45: Quick grocery stop
10:15: Home, shower, dress, quick breakfast (smoothie or oatmeal)
11:00 a.m.–2:30 p.m.: Work—emails, review recipes, work on cookbook, create content, phone calls with clients, business partners
2:30: Leave house for pickup
2:45: School pickup
3:00–5:00: Time with the kids (occasional work email thrown in)
5:00: Dinner prep
5:30: Dinner
6:30: Playtime for kids, Mom cleans up
7:00: Kids bath, brush teeth, etc. Dad comes home.
7:30: Kids’ reading time (occasional iPad)
8:00: Kids in bed
8:00–10:00: Couch with Dad—watch a movie, scroll Instagram, fall asleep on couch
10:00–10:30: Go to bed
Boredom Happens (to All of Us!)
I love my children very much. Just as I know you most certainly do too. And yet, there are afternoons when my son asks me to sit on the carpet and play with him and I just cannot stand the thought of building another LEGO-vehicle-turned-dinosaur. On those days, the schedule is so monotonous, and the time seems to crawl so slowly, that I feel bored out of my mind. And then I feel guilty for feeling bored. And then I start to wonder if I made the wrong choices for this stage of my life. Would my children be better off in an after-school program, with other kids who never tire of LEGOs? It’s an easy spiral to fall into.
Momentary blips of boredom happen, even in a rhythm that’s optimized for joy. When they do, you’re allowed to say it out loud without guilt. “Just because you feel bored doesn’t mean you’re doing [motherhood] wrong,” explains marriage and family therapist Emily Pardy. After all, these feelings of tedium come up no matter your line of work. The media loves to portray the stay-at-home parent as bored out of her mind, so much so that sometimes I think the world has forgotten that every job can be dull. A survey from the staffing firm OfficeTeam found that employees spend 10.5 hours per week, on average, feeling bored in the office. More generally, more than 60 percent of U.S. adults report feeling bored at least once a week, according to the Mayo Clinic.
Put simply: feeling bored from time to time doesn’t make you a bad parent or an uninvested one. It makes you human.
Annoyance and frustration are also part and parcel of paid work, and it would be unrealistic to expect a life devoid of those. In these moments, and especially in moments of boredom, Morgenstern suggests that parents focus less on their own enjoyment of the activity and more on studying why their child is so engaged in it. “If they want to read this story for the forty-seventh time or go to that park for the twenty-second time, watch them with an eye towards: What is it about this story that delights them? What choices are they making at the playground? How determined are they? How do they interact with other kids? Studying how another human being thinks or operates or connects the dots is endlessly fascinating.”
I try to pay attention to the words my daughter uses or how my son moves. I study how they play, what gets them excited, what gets them down. When I ground myself in the notion that I’m here not just as an unpaid supervisor but to get to know my child in a way that only I can, the stretches of time that might otherwise feel like a waste start to feel purposeful instead.
On the days when even that feels boring (studying is important, but as we learned in school, study breaks are as well), I simply try to mix it up—a change of scenery, an unexpected visitor, a new playlist blasting through the speakers. The nice thing about having a reliable rhythm is that you can interrupt it and go off script without your day going topsy-turvy. You can bill this change of pace, to yourself and your child, as a special treat and then get back to your regularly scheduled programming the next day. Routine is so important, but occasional breaks in routine can be invigorating, too. It’s the balance that keeps us satisfied.
It’s All About Systems
In business school, they teach a lot about systems and the importance of having them in place in order for an organization to function efficiently and reliably. People know their roles, there is a general standard of care, and there is a structure in place to prevent chaos. Your household is an organization in itself, and it too benefits from systems. As Eve Rodsky explains in her book Fair Play, there are those who shudder at instituting systems in the home because they worry that “a regimented approach to our domestic life will kill our spontaneity.” But to those who would rather go with the flow, Rodsky has a reminder: “Chaos isn’t fun…. Systemization allows for fun and fulfillment.”
All the rhythms and schedules we’ve been talking about in this chapter? These are systems. They aren’t about hard-and-fast rules, they are about managing expectations so everyone is aligned on what the schedule will usually look like. Every day is not a new scramble. “The systems you put in place will have a lot to do with your life, the age and independence of your children, your health, the health of the people around you, and what kind of support you have,” says Forde. “They help reduce your mental load but know that they’ll continue to evolve.”
And, of course, things will go wrong. This is real life. Children are not robots. They aren’t employees. Unexpected challenges come up all the time, from the small-but-annoying spit-up just as you’re leaving the house, to the bigger and more long-term obstacles like a sick family member who needs your care or a child who suddenly has night terrors. When you have a system in place, you’re usually better able to handle those challenges because you’ve got an otherwise reliable schedule. And when you’re not, you change the system. But being able to look at your family rhythm as a whole, not as daily individual one-offs, will help you cope in hard times and, perhaps more importantly, relish the good ones.
Power Practice: Audit Your Time
This chapter explored the unrealistic expectations we set for our days, the importance of establishing daily (or weekly) rhythms, and how to schedule days that maximize joy for everyone. But it’s impossible to implement a new or improved schedule until you understand your current one. How are you spending your time? When is it serving you? When is it not? Anna Kornick has her clients engage in an “eye-opening” time audit exercise where they track their time in fifteen-minute intervals for an entire week. “We only have one hundred and sixty-eight hours every single week. We don’t have an unlimited amount of time to work with,” she says. “When you really sit down and put pen to paper, you begin to realize that gosh, on one hand our time is limited, but on the other hand it’s abundant.”
Keep a time tracker for one week of everything you’re spending your time on. Try for fifteen-minute intervals; do thirty minutes if you must. Include a description about how you felt in the morning, afternoon, and evening, and note if you have any especially pronounced feelings after completing a specific activity. Reflect on it at the end of the week.
Which activities reflect your values and goals for this chapter of your life?
Are you spending enough time on those?
Is there a way to make the time more fulfilling if you can’t increase the hours?
How can you simplify or eliminate tasks that are draining your time?
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Get Help Without Guilt
FALSE BELIEF
I don’t deserve help if I don’t make money.
NEW NARRATIVE
My work as a parent is 24/7 and I need breaks and support to be strong.
I’M STILL HAUNTED by the first time I truly yelled at my son. He was newly three, his sister five months, and I was home alone with them on a bright winter day. I desperately wanted to take Bodie outside to enjoy the sunshine and get some fresh air, but Lyla needed her afternoon nap, so I had to make a choice: I could let her sleep in the stroller and take my son outside, or I could keep him indoors so she could get some decent rest. I was still militant about sleep schedules, and I knew what the fallout looked like when nap time got cut short—which it usually did when she didn’t sleep in her crib—so I opted to keep us inside. I sat Bodie on the couch in front of Peppa Pig while I took Lyla to her room, but I was wracked with guilt. I hated having to choose between what I knew was best for my two kids.
As I sat feeding Lyla in her glider, I could hear Mummy Pig talking to her little piglets on the other side of the wall. When Bodie was a baby I would rock him to sleep for his afternoon nap, and I wanted to do the same for his sister, but now I wondered if I should just put her down and go play with my son so at least he got some quality time with his actual mom rather than a bonding session with a hog in an orange dress. (Don’t get me wrong, I love Mummy Pig. But still, between the two of us, I hope I’m the better company.) As I was contemplating, Lyla’s eyelids started to droop. She was on the edge of sleep, drifting off…and then Bodie opened the door to ask me if I could change the episode. Lyla’s eyes burst open and I lost it on my sweet boy, raising my voice and kicking him out of the room. He’d done nothing that any three-year-old wouldn’t do, but I let my guilt and frustration get the better of me, and Bodie was on the receiving end. He was in tears, Lyla was in tears, and I was pretty damn close.
Lyla eventually settled down and went to sleep, and Bodie found his place back in front of the TV, but my regret and guilt about my behavior stuck with me throughout the afternoon. Not much feels worse than knowing we’ve yelled at our kids when it’s not warranted. I followed all the scripts I’d learned from parenting experts to apologize to my young son. But the fact that I feel compelled to declare, five years later and in print, that my child was not irreparably traumatized from this outburst is probably a sign that I didn’t entirely come to terms with my own actions. We’ve all been there, but have I truly forgiven myself? I’m not sure. But I do know that I was in the trenches of postpartum anxiety—underslept and overwhelmed—and that my kids didn’t deserve my outburst. And neither did I.
Despite my regret about that moment (and yes, I’ve shouted at my kids since—even when we know better, we don’t always do better), it crystallized something important for me as a mother: my kids and I are both better off when I have more support. I’d had babysitters from time to time before that moment, but I wanted something steadier.
“Mom, I think I need more help,” I told my mother on the phone the next evening. If I’d had a babysitter for even a couple of hours that afternoon, they could have taken Bodie outside while I rocked Lyla to sleep, or vice versa. My mother was a stay-at-home mom who never once paid for childcare. My parents immigrated to the United States from India when I was young and they were still finding their footing financially and culturally when I was a little kid, so sourcing and funding childcare was off the table. But ever since I decided to pause work, my mom had been a broken record about the fact that she would have enjoyed motherhood more if she’d taken breaks. Now that I was on the other end of the line, bemoaning my lack of support and inability to take time off, it was all she could do not to say “I told you so.” She also reminded me that as my kids got older, and needed shuttling to various activities, it would only get harder, so we’d all be better off if we got used to having extra people around…sooner rather than later.
I shouldn’t have needed her permission, but it was a huge comfort all the same.
Why Do We Resist?
When you’re a full-time working parent, you need full-time childcare. When you work part-time, you need part-time childcare. But these two truths often lead parents to a third, less accurate, conclusion: when you stop paid work, you don’t need any childcare at all. That one is just plain false, and it’s holding back countless women from stepping into the full power of stay-at-home motherhood. Still, it’s a misconception that’s ingrained in a belief system that starts at a national level.
The United States is one of very few high-income countries that does not offer parents affordable childcare options. You’ve probably read about our nation’s unimpressive maternity leave offerings: we are the only rich country without “nationwide, statutory, paid maternity leave, paternity leave, or paternal leave,” according to a 2021 UNICEF report. But the problem of government support, or lack thereof, extends into toddlerhood. In its ranking of forty-one rich countries on their parental leave and childcare policies (rich countries are defined as “high-income countries that are part of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD] or the European Union [EU]”), the United States took the second-to-last spot, followed only by Slovakia. Rich countries across the globe contribute an average of $14,000 a year toward a toddler’s childcare, according to a New York Times article on how our nation stacks up to other countries. The United States, on the other hand, contributes $500 per year.
When it comes to affordable childcare, different countries have different models. Belgium, Denmark, Lithuania, Norway, and Slovenia all provide free access to childcare for kids under the age of three, according to UNICEF. In France, parents have the option of putting their preschool-aged children in daycare centers known as crèches, or hiring “childminders” at home, for which they receive tax credits of up to 85 percent of the cost. As the UNICEF report points out about the United States: “Weak investments in leave and childcare appear to indicate that childcare is seen more as a private rather than a public responsibility.” I would take it a step further. Since childcare is not supported at a systemic level, the message parents receive is that it’s not a necessity for all families. And because our culture has not assigned value to care, parents who step into a chapter of staying at home internalize the message that they are “not contributing” or “not working.” In countries where there is a childcare stipend, there is an acknowledgement that caring for children is valued work that benefits the economy. In the United States, it’s largely seen as a luxury for those who stay home with their children, and thus carries undue shame and stigma for those who “indulge” or, worse, “can’t handle their kids on their own.”
In our AMP survey, we found that 29 percent of stay-at-home mothers didn’t use any childcare at all. Of those that do, close to 40 percent use grandparents or relatives—usually a cost-effective option, though it comes with its own drawbacks. (It’s a lot easier to be clear with a babysitter about your family rules than it is with grandma or grandpa who, first, are often working for free and, second, may not always defer to your authority. Anyone who’s ever heard a parent say, “I think I know what I’m doing. I raised you, didn’t I?” can probably relate.) Only 17 percent of stay-at-home parents use in-home childcare, while another 16 percent use daycare.
But the reason stay-at-home parents aren’t using childcare isn’t because they don’t need it or want it. In fact, in Motherly’s 2022 Annual State of Motherhood survey, 42 percent of stay-at-home moms reported being “dissatisfied” or “very dissatisfied” with their childcare arrangement. That’s a big chunk of dissatisfied parents!
So what’s holding us back? Cost, to be sure. Childcare in the United States is expensive and only getting more so—the average cost of a sitter for two kids in 2023 was just north of twenty-five dollars an hour. In New York City, the average family spends more than a quarter of their income on childcare, according to data from the Department of Labor. That’s more than three times the amount that the U.S. government would deem affordable. One Mother Untitled member told me cost was absolutely prohibitive when it came to hiring babysitting help. “We live on one income—my husband is an engineer—and the reality is that it has pushed us to take on debt,” she said. “I would love consistent once- or twice-a-week help, but right now that is not financially possible. It’s a choice between debt or sanity sometimes.”
But what we found in our survey was that these high prices weren’t the biggest barrier to entry for parents resisting non-family or paid childcare. Stay-at-home moms cited quality concerns more than cost (73 percent versus 59 percent), voicing a skepticism that they could find someone they trust to stay with their kids. Guilt also plays a giant role, whether moms feel guilty for leaving their kids with someone else (49 percent) or they feel guilty paying for someone to watch their kids when they don’t earn a salary (37 percent).
IT WILL COST YOU
There’s no denying that cost is a factor when considering childcare. In the United States in 2024, babysitters ran parents an average of $26.57 per hour for two kids, and $23.61 per hour for one, according to UrbanSitter’s babysitting rates survey. That’s up from $25.37 per hour and $22.68 per hour, respectively, in the previous year—a 4.5 percent increase. The rate of inflation, by comparison, was only about 3.4 percent. The cost of your sitter may vary based on several factors—age or experience, for example—but the biggest variable is location. In San Francisco, the market rate for sitters is the highest in the country. A whopping $29.67 per hour for two kids, $26.75 for one. San Antonio, on the other hand, has the lowest going rate: $18.43 per hour for two kids, and $16.14 for one.
There’s no sugarcoating the fact that hiring outside help may require some financial juggling. “There was a time where I had to choose between having a therapy session or having a babysitter,” says Ortiz. “And for me, the cost of my therapy session would allow me six to eight hours of babysitting. I was like, ‘Oh my gosh, I can exercise, I can get time to see friends again.’ ” Ortiz chose the sitter. Not every mom would make the same choice, and for some moms, a therapist is the exact outside help they need. But each of these decisions comes at a price, and it’s imperative to plan accordingly.
Grappling with Guilt
When it comes to bringing in childcare help, the guilt piece feels tricky and pervasive, and the takeaway seems to be that no mom is immune. I can still summon the guilt I felt when I snapped at my son because I didn’t have any childcare, and thus had become a version of myself that I didn’t entirely recognize. But I’ll admit that now, even after establishing a childcare routine that works for our family, I wrestle with a different kind of guilt, this time at having childcare when I don’t really “need” it. Of course, the misconception of “need” is what this whole chapter is about. Even in championing this movement of career pauses and parental empowerment, I still occasionally succumb to the idea that we only “need” childcare if we are doing work for other people. When I did part-time paid consulting work a couple of days a week, I got childcare for those days. After I shifted to working on Mother Untitled, a passion project I launched while watching my kids full-time, I felt less comfortable with the idea of spending money on outside babysitters. I wasn’t getting paid, so did I really deserve help? Had I earned it? Was I really about to put my family in the red, so to speak, so that I could work on something that was still mostly a vision inside my head? I was much more aware of the toll that shouldering all the childcare was taking on me, and the rational part of me knew I made a good decision when we brought in some outside support, but there was a deeper, more vulnerable part of me that wondered if I’d failed.
Godhuli Chatterjee Gupta, a mom of two in Chicago, struggled with a similar guilt when she took time away from her kids to work on her writing, a creative pursuit that didn’t bring in any income. “I feel like I can only justify the help if it’s for something that’s paid, so I find myself usually writing when the kids are asleep or at school,” she says. On the rare days when she does ask someone to watch the kids so she can have some creative space, she tries to remember that she’s making an investment in herself. “It’s for everyone’s mental health. I am a very introverted person—I really need time to myself to be a happier, more energetic mother to my children. Writing is therapeutic for me, it’s my way of processing things. And I need that time for myself.”
For Chatterjee Gupta, writing is a form of self-care, and despite the increased attention to self-care over the past decade or so, her ambivalence about carving time out for it is all too common. An independent study funded by the cosmetic company Birchbox found that 39 percent of parents feel guilty when they take time for self-care; among those without kids, only 26 percent feel guilty. There are moments when I still must ask myself, “Am I really choosing to spend time away from my kids rather than with them? Didn’t I elect to live this life, where I stay home rather than leave for work?”
Julie Morgenstern notes that many stay-at-home mothers she works with are under the impression that anything they can do at home, they should. “What I usually coach is that if you are choosing to stay at home to raise your kids for any period of time, you should identify the things that only you can do,” she says. “That is usually the relating piece—getting to know your kids for the unique individuals they are—and the relationship cultivation, which takes time, energy, focus, and self-care. That is stuff you can’t delegate. Most of the other stuff on your to-do list you can delegate, and just because you can do them doesn’t mean you should. You need to prioritize the right things.”
It doesn’t help that social media is rife with images of moms supposedly doing all the things with zero help. And not because that’s the case, necessarily, but because, as journalist Lauren Smith Brody wrote in her Harper’s Bazaar article “The Invisible Nannies of Instagram,” when you’re a momfluencer, or even just a regular mom posting on social, you often “don’t acknowledge there’s a caregiver in [your life] at all.” There are logical reasons that a mother posting on social media might omit images of babysitters or nannies—privacy chief among them—but the by-product of not acknowledging a caregiver’s existence is that your followers don’t know they’re there. Out of sight, out of mind. No wonder stay-at-home moms feel guilty bringing in help. Scrolling the feeds of other primary parents will inevitably beg the question, If she can do it all by herself, why can’t I?
Some moms I’ve spoken to also voice an element of pride bundled with their guilt—they appreciate being able to say they are present for their children close to full-time, or they know they’re bordering on burnout, but they still want to be in the room where it happens…whatever their kid’s “it” might be. After all, 83 percent of moms in the AMP survey said they were pausing or downshifting in order to spend more time with their kids, so “going back on that” only amplifies the guilt—any time spent away from the child makes them feel like a hypocrite. Edil Cuepo, a mother of two in Rockaway Beach, New York, says this was how she felt during her first two years at home. “I was clutching on to my first child, like, ‘I’m a stay-at-home mom, I have to be the one who does everything. If I’m home and my work is tied to taking care of my kid, then I shouldn’t have to ask anyone for help,’ ” she says. “I feel like so many stay-at-home moms drive themselves to the edge with this false belief until you kind of just can’t take it anymore.”
Childcare Is Self-Care
Every job deserves support. Back when you worked outside the home, you probably didn’t do it all solo. It doesn’t matter whether you were in a corner office and had an executive assistant or you were the executive assistant, you probably had colleagues you could tag in if you needed a vacation day. You likely performed better, managed your time more wisely, and protected yourself from getting overextended by relying on other people.
Unpaid labor should be no different. You can’t do your best work if you don’t have a team you can count on when necessary. Yes, you may have a spouse or partner who shares the workload, but assuming that person works for pay, there may be times when you need more help than they can give.
After all, parenting is hard. It seems like such an obvious statement, but it’s one we too often overlook. For plenty of parents, it also comes as a surprise. In fact, 62 percent of parents polled in a 2022 Pew Research Center study said being a parent was at least somewhat harder than they expected—a quarter of parents said it was a lot harder. And for mothers, that number bumped up to 30 percent. If you made the decision not to return to work when you were still expecting, and you assumed you wouldn’t need any childcare, hiring or enlisting outside help can feel like admitting defeat. It shouldn’t, but it can.
And yet, for all the reasons we talked about in the last chapter, you need support: to avoid burnout, to get to the doctor’s office, to carve out time alone or with friends or your partner. You might need it because you have two kids with two different activities at the same time, on opposite sides of town. Or because you need someone to stay in the house while your daughter naps so you can bring your son outside on a beautiful day.
“It all goes back to those questions of how do you want to feel, how do you want to show up as a parent, and what do you need to get yourself there,” says Lizzie Assa, founder of the Workspace for Children. “What you need to get yourself there is time, right? And relaxation and filling your own needs. A babysitter is a tool that you should use.” In other words, rather than thinking of childcare as a financial drain you haven’t earned, think of it as an investment in your family dynamic.
But let’s say you simply can’t get past the income piece. Would it help if I reminded you that in 2021, Salary.com valued the work of a stay-at-home mother at $184,820 per year? In their annual Mom Salary Survey, the company looks at all the jobs performed by mothers—including everything from CEO to van driver to facilities manager to nutritionist—and estimates the value of the position based on real-time market prices. The survey also found that stay-at-home moms put in an average of 106 work hours per week, or seven 15-hour days. While we shouldn’t need a price tag to justify getting help, I hope this number offers some perspective on the magnitude of work you are doing. For so many stay-at-home moms, the true hurdle to childcare—the devil on your shoulder that is driving the guilt—is perspective: I want you to see yourself as holding a big job, and like any executive, you need to strategically assemble the right support team. If a friend was working fifteen-hour days in an office job with barely any days off, and making what would probably amount to $200,000 a year after bonuses or overtime pay, you’d expect that they’d have not just one support person but an entire department.
And if that friend didn’t get any help? They’d probably begin to resent the work or feel bitter toward the colleague who’s supposed to be helping but isn’t. Primary parents run this resentment risk as well, but the colleague in question is likely your partner. You may have made the decision to stay at home and take on the bulk of the parenting duties, but if you’re working around the clock at a job that requires more than you expected and you don’t feel like your partner is doing their fair share (not the equal share, to be clear, just the fair share), you’ll probably notice the resentment building inside you.
Couples therapist Tracy Dalgleish says bringing in outside support can help relieve this toxic intruder before it begins to erode your relationship. “What are some reasons for resentment? Sometimes it’s about envy. Sometimes it’s that things don’t feel fair, or you’re not getting your needs met, either because you’re not communicating them or because your partner is not meeting them,” Dalgleish explains. “Here’s an example: I choose to sort my kids’ clothes on a Saturday night, while my partner is sitting and watching the hockey game. In that moment, I could choose to sit down and rest and enjoy a show, but I choose not to. And that’s when resentment shows up. So when I talk to clients about offloading resentment, I invite them to ask themselves, ‘What am I doing in this moment? Is this what I need? And if I’m overwhelmed, how can we redistribute the load?’ ” Some of that might mean looking internally at your relationship to redistribute the household labor, but it might also require bringing in an extra set of hands. If you can offload even a small percentage of what’s on your plate, you may not find the Saturday-night hockey game so irritating.
A Family Investment
Parents on a career pause often don’t contribute financially to the household income, and those who get paid for part-time work likely contribute less than they once did. Moms who struggled with the financial aspect of the stay-at-home decision often take solace in the belief that while they may not be bringing money in, they are saving it—because they’re not working, the family doesn’t need to spend on childcare, or housekeeping, or takeout…you name it. That, in itself, is a monetary contribution and gives plenty of stay-at-home parents the sense that they’re pulling their weight.
If this sounds familiar, you might not be the only one who looks at the family budget this way. As noted in chapter 2, finances are a big part of the discussion when one parent decides to downshift their career. Perhaps you wanted to take a pause and had to convince your partner that it was financially feasible for your family. Maybe your previous salary barely covered the cost of childcare, and that was the impetus for reevaluating your work status while you had young kids. In either case, spending on childcare can feel like you’re going back on an agreement, or simply not holding up your end of the bargain. Your job is to save money, not spend it, right?
Not really. As a stay-home parent, you are more than a piggy bank or a cost cutter. You are running a household and doing the lion’s share of the day-to-day caregiving and housekeeping, as well as ensuring that your children are raised in accordance with your family’s values. You are building a community for yourself and your family, pursuing passions, and hopefully making it a little bit easier for each individual in your household (including you!) to realize and step into their full selves. To do all that, you may need extra support along the way, so take that support for what it is: an investment that benefits your entire family. Instead of looking at every childcare spend or investment in household help as a withdrawal from your column of the family budget, it’s important to reframe this expense as a shared line item. Childcare should come out of the joint family budget because it supports the collaborative family organization. It’s an allocation that helps keep each individual healthy, and it also serves the various relationships: childcare can improve marriage quality and benefit the kids directly.
Dalgleish says she’s seen plenty of couples where one partner—usually the higher earner—resists paying for childcare. “If your partner says, ‘No, I don’t see the need for that,’ then this might be an indication that they don’t understand what’s going on with you. It can’t just be a ‘No, that’s not possible’; it has to be a conversation,” she says. When couples are on the couch across from her, Dalgleish reminds the resistant party of all the reasons why everyone will be better off with some help. “I offer the picture that when your partner is less stressed, and when they have more support, it offers freedom, space, and time for other things. When women get to nurture intimacy with themselves—maybe she goes to the gym, maybe she works on a side project that fills her up, or maybe she’s reading a book—she comes back to the relationship with renewed energy and a deeper ability to give to her family.”
But some partners need to see it to believe it. In Helen Ortiz’s household, there was a bit of a push-pull when it came to hiring childcare because her husband was concerned about the spending. “Finally we started allowing ourselves to have a babysitter, not just for when we had an event or a date night or some prescheduled thing, but just to come over for four hours on a Tuesday afternoon,” she says. “It took this pressure off me that my children were happily engaged with someone else, and I could get things done without worry. I could run out the door and do what I needed to do. My husband told me that he, in turn, feels so much more supported because I can show up better [for all of us]. He actually said to me, ‘Helen, I realize how important this is, it just took some time.’ ”
I can attest firsthand to the benefit of childcare for the kids who receive it. I mentioned earlier that my parents never brought in any babysitters or nannies when I was a kid. I spent the better part of my elementary school years terrified that something was going to happen to my mom or dad because I didn’t trust my teachers, as loving and present as they were, to take care of me. In fact, I didn’t trust that anyone aside from my parents could handle me. Tovah Klein, director of the Barnard College Center for Toddler Development and author of Raising Resilience: How to Help Our Children Thrive in Times of Uncertainty, notes that bringing in caregivers does indeed help a child feel more safe rather than less. “Loving caregivers feed into a child’s ability to trust others. They see that there are different ways of being cared for and kept safe,” she says. “The aim is for a child to know they are loved and not alone. Caregivers, whether family members or a nanny or a babysitter, show a child more ways of being loved and taken care of.” Outside caregivers might also expose children to different cultures, languages, and food, Klein points out, which is a big added bonus.
Ortiz says that for a long time, her son had the same fear I did, because she didn’t bring in any babysitters until she had her second kid, a daughter. “I felt this weight before having help, like I was the only one who could ever meet my kids’ needs, which was not a service to any of us,” she says. “My daughter has grown up with a much different outlook because she was just turning one when we finally got support. She’s grown up with different faces around and she is fully trusting and enjoys other people. She’s sad when I leave sometimes but it’s different—it’s not panic. And I think that’s because she learned from a young age that other people can meet her needs.”
Now, whenever I spend a whole day apart from my son and daughter—thanks to a mix of school and an afternoon babysitter—I remember that I’m giving them the gift of feeling supported and loved by an entire village. I come home at the end of the day with the kind of energy, contentment, and patience that I wish I’d seen in my parents, and I hope my kids will never forget.
A True Partnership
I’m not willing to call your partner or co-parent the babysitter or childcare. I’ll admit it really irks me when I hear parents, mostly moms, tell people that they were able to go out at night or get away for a day because “dad is babysitting.” A babysitter is, by definition, someone who looks after a child when the parents are out. If you’re the parent, you’re not the babysitter.
That said, if you’re the primary parent and you need a break or a little extra help at a low cost, turning to your partner is an obvious place to start. Hopefully, this person is already involved in your children’s life, but to ensure that you get the support you need, you may need to formalize the setup, choosing specific times or places where your partner is entirely on duty. Every partnership has different dynamics and strengths, and when one parent is primarily at home, fifty-fifty is rarely the goal. But if there is some wiggle room in your partner’s schedule, perhaps it’s time for them to do more or to contribute in a new or different way. Neeti Narula, a yoga instructor and mom of two in Brooklyn, New York, with limited babysitting hours, has a deal with her husband: he takes over in the mornings and for bedtime every night. Leah Fink and her husband have school-aged children, so they block and tackle after-school care, and they each take an allotted number of days a year to travel with friends. Maya Uppaluru, a mom of two in Washington, DC, divvied up the household tasks on a spreadsheet and went down the list with her husband, so she felt more supported day-to-day with the household tasks.
This kind of formalized shared childcare system is contingent on an acceptance and understanding that both partners, working for pay or not, are contributing value to the household. And it will require communication—your partner likely won’t know you need or even want the help unless you ask for it. In a conversation for the Mother Untitled community, Erin Erenberg, founder of Chamber of Mothers, a nonprofit that advocates for mothers’ rights (specifically paid leave, maternal health, and affordable childcare), admitted that she resisted this conversation for a long time because she didn’t feel entitled to her partner’s help and didn’t feel she could impose on him. “The belief I held that I didn’t deserve help, especially from my husband, unless I was making lots of money, was really imprisoning me,” she said. Erenberg told me she found freedom in communication and suggests that any moms in a similar bind share what’s eating at them and ask for support as honestly and vulnerably as possible. When it comes to how to best argue for yourself and your needs, Erenberg says she takes her lead from all-time-great women’s advocate Ruth Bader Ginsburg. To quote RBG herself: “Reacting in anger or annoyance will not advance one’s ability to persuade.”
Not all partners have the flexibility in their jobs to participate in even close-to-equal caregiving, so if sharing the load equitably isn’t possible, expectation setting needs to be. My husband has consistently owned grocery shopping, meal planning, and cooking responsibilities. During periods when he must focus more on work and those tasks are left to me, we lower the standards by relying on a fair number of frozen foods. We also invested in a once-a-week cleaning service to handle laundry and deep cleaning and assembled a plan for tidying in the morning before he leaves for work and again after the kids’ bedtime. I leveled with him that the house was going to be toy-ridden when he got home, and we would need to make resetting the house a team effort before the two of us ate dinner.
No matter your distribution of labor, rather than leading with bitterness that your partner isn’t doing more, or shame that you’re asking them to, approach a conversation about this aspect of your lives with curiosity. Ask yourselves, “Are we each owning our responsibilities? Are we valuing each other’s contributions? Are we both getting the support and space we need to thrive?”
Help Comes in Many Forms
There is no one way to tackle childcare. There were years I had a babysitter two days a week, and years I had no paid childcare but instead leaned on both sets of grandparents and my husband to share hours on the weekends so I could have time to myself. Before my kids were in school full-time, Dan took the first morning shift at home so I could have twenty minutes to myself before entering the kitchen and starting my “work day.” After the whole fiasco with Bodie, Lyla, and Peppa Pig, I invested in a mother’s helper four days a week who did a mix of cooking, laundry, and helping with childcare when I wanted to be with one kid and needed eyes on the other. That saw us through one year of a transition period where I needed the extra support. Now that both my children are in school, we have an afternoon babysitter a couple of days a week.
Fortunately, as the world of work grows more flexible and varied, so does the pool of childcare options. For you, help might look like enrolling your kid in after-school or daycare a couple of days a week or trading playdate-hosting duties with a friend so you each get one afternoon free. For nearly half of the respondents to Care.com’s 2023 Cost of Care Report, bringing in help involved relying on relatives. As for those who didn’t have family nearby, about a third said they enlisted friends or neighbors.
I’ve been blown away by the various ways members of the Mother Untitled community have created childcare solutions. One member described to me a date-night childcare swap among her group of mom friends: one parent heads to another one’s house after bedtime to babysit, so the couple who live there can go out for a date night. It works as a rotation, so that the next week a different parent is babysitting, and a different couple gets to go out. I think it’s genius: the babysitter gets to sit and watch Netflix in a quiet household of sleeping children, and the parents get time away without the added cost of childcare. A win-win.
Other parents have told me about babysitting trades with siblings, so that the parents get free childcare and the kids get cousin time. Or group babysitting activities, where a few different kids go to one sitter to diffuse the cost to any one family. (For more creative solutions, see the box on this page.)
Building a support team doesn’t have to involve childcare at all. Maybe you’re in the early stages of motherhood, beholden to the nap schedule and housebound for each two-hour stint, but you have a dog that needs walking so she doesn’t pee in the house. Enter pet care. If you simply want to claw your eyes out at the thought of cleaning toilets or doing yet another load of laundry, maybe your ideal help is in the form of a housecleaner rather than a babysitter. For some, the thought of getting dinner on the table every night sounds less like a culinary adventure and more like a Groundhog Day situation. If that’s you, have you considered a meal delivery service? There is no right choice, no help that is better than others.
Even within the category of your chosen support, there is no universal job description—only the one that is best for your family. Some parents resist babysitters because there are aspects of parenting or moments with their kids they don’t want to give up. If you love cooking dinner and sitting down to a meal with your family, or it’s important that you’re the one to handle bedtime or afternoon homework help, you can mold your sitter’s responsibilities around those tasks. What you do or don’t want to outsource is completely up to you, and Lizzie Assa says having a clear understanding of your wishes will make it easier for you to find the right help. “I often sit down with parents and say, ‘If nothing else existed—if no one was going to judge you and money wasn’t a thing—what would you have your babysitter do?’ ” she explains. “ ‘What would your relationship with them look like? What would their relationship with your kids look like? And now, how can we use that as a guide for what you really want and need?’ ”
DRAFTING A JOB DESCRIPTION
Putting together a clear job description for whatever help you need benefits everyone. The simple act of sitting down and spelling out what you’re looking for can give you clarity on what you want in a caregiver, more than just “Help!” It will also give a potential babysitter or nanny or mother’s helper a sense of what to expect in terms of hours, duties, engagement with kids, housework, and other logistics. The more specific you can be, the more likely you are to find someone who meets your particular requirements. As you draft your job description, focus on the following four areas:
Qualities: What qualities are you looking for in this person? This can include personality traits—gentle or authoritative, for example—or more objective traits, like being comfortable with a mom who is present in the home or being bilingual.
Experience: Do you want someone with a background in childhood education or nutrition? Do you want someone with a certain number of years under their belt, or, say, a history of watching twins? If so, say so directly.
Duties expected: Here is where you can go over everything that you expect this person will assist with. If it’s a long list, give a general sense of the breakdown in workload. For example, when I wrote a job description for our mother’s helper, I explained that childcare would make up 50 percent of the role, with housekeeping, grocery shopping, cooking, and errands making up the other half.
Bonus items: Every family has their own specific needs and wants. A babysitter who drives or is willing to travel. A housecleaner who is comfortable with pets. Someone who can work nights or weekends. Whatever it is, include it here.
Where to Find Help
You know you need help, you’re on board with hiring, and you’ve got a job description in hand. Great! Now what? Where will you find this magical Mary Poppins? (Kidding, kidding. We’re all human, and if you’re expecting Julie Andrews to appear at your door, you may find yourself disappointed when a perfectly capable and qualified individual shows up without a flying umbrella or bottomless purse.) I’m a big believer in word of mouth, and the first thing I did when I was looking for a mother’s helper was to blast out the job description to local family and friends. You might be surprised how many people know someone who knows someone who’s looking for babysitting hours, once you actually start asking around. But the online opportunities for finding help seem to be growing every day. Depending on what you’re looking for, some of these options may be better than others:
Facebook groups: Your local neighborhood parents’ group and local interest groups, like a baby-wearing group or breastfeeding support group, might have recommendations of sitters who are local and can offer firsthand referrals.
Care.com: The largest babysitting platform in the United States, Care.com allows users to post job listings, view the profiles of those who apply, and browse profiles of caregivers in your area. For a membership fee, you can also contact applicants directly to schedule interviews and get access to background checks. But because it’s a big platform, you could get hundreds of responses to your post. To narrow it down, home in on your local area and be tight with your filters. (Similar caregiving websites and apps include UrbanSitter, Curated Care, Hello Sitter, and The Sitter Club.)
Local colleges: Schools in your area might have babysitting boards or Facebook groups for students looking for part-time caregiver jobs.
Nanny placement agencies: If you’re looking for something more long-term, most major cities have placement agencies that can help narrow down your prospects based on your specific requirements. While they specialize in full-time nannies, many can place part-time help or nanny shares.
CREATIVE CHILDCARE SOLUTIONS
Childcare isn’t just babysitter or bust. If you don’t want to pay an hourly rate for a sitter, and you don’t have family or friends you can count on nearby, never fear. Gyms, play spaces, churches or temples or other places of worship, community centers—these gathering spaces (and many more) often offer various forms of childcare, including either a few hours on-site for members, or a monthly parent’s night out where you can drop your kids and take some time for yourself.
When we polled our Mother Untitled community members, one pair of moms shared that they cowork in each other’s homes—the kids play together, and the moms take turns interacting with the kids when they need help. Another group of four moms with part-time jobs banded together to trade childcare, each one signing up for one weekday to host all the kids in their home. “It can be a circus sometimes, but doing this gives each of us three workdays to focus in a quiet house,” says Genoveva La Placa, a mom in San Francisco who left her job as a CFO at a hedge fund to be a stay-at-home mother, and then transitioned back to part-time consulting. You might even be able to find a local babysitting co-op, where a group of parents trade babysitting duties in a formalized system where you “earn” babysitting hours by watching other kids.
Common Pitfalls
Once you’ve landed on a childcare solution, making it work is a two-way street. Whoever you’ve hired needs to fulfill the job description and do good work, but you, as the parent and employer, should do your part to set them up for success—both out of fairness to the person you’ve hired and because the only way you’ll benefit is if they succeed. This can be harder than it seems. If you’ve never let anyone else be in charge, letting go, even for just an hour or two, can be hard. “There are a lot of people who will finally give in and get the help they need, but then they don’t know how to delegate or they micromanage,” Assa says. “As a result, they’re not getting anything out of it.” If you’re standing over your sitter correcting their every move, or you can’t get yourself to trust them, you may find yourself in the “it’s just easier if I do it myself” mindset, which will ultimately put you back at square one. I can promise you, it’s not easier to do everything alone. It will take time and energy at the outset to teach your sitter or other outside help how you like things done, but the return on investment will be huge.
Like any boss, once you train your employee—showing them the nap time routine or what snacks are acceptable for after school or how you like the laundry folded—you have to trust them to do their job. “Letting go was hard because I’ve always had a vision for how I want motherhood to run, and nannies bring their own personality and their own background into the childcare situation,” says Olivia Metzger, who admits she had to adjust to bringing in a sitter for her four kids. “I don’t want to be overly controlling of a nanny because I want them to be happy in their work environment and to be themselves. I schedule myself to be out of the house during that time, so that they have the house under their wing and they know they’re trusted to do a great job, and it’s always worked.” If you’ve hired a sitter so that you can have some time to yourself in the house—to work in your home office, to exercise, whatever—talk to the babysitter about this ahead of time, setting clear expectations for what it will look like when you’re sharing the space. Discuss this with your kids, too. If their habit is to run to mom for every little thing, that will be their default. If you want all questions and concerns directed toward the sitter when that person is on duty, that needs to be clearly established and enforced.
As problematic as micromanaging can be, there’s an opposite end of the spectrum that can be equally detrimental to the childcare setup. American women commonly self-identify as people pleasers or exhibit people-pleasing behaviors, but this is not the time to walk on eggshells or fear advocating for yourself. Sure, you will want to make your caregiver feel comfortable in your home, but not at the expense of your own comfort or your children’s. Being an employer requires direct communication about expectations and problems. If you have concerns with any aspect of your caregiver’s behavior or performance, be reasonable but clear. Giving feedback is important; it’s the only way this employee can learn and improve. Even a nanny with decades of experience will have a learning curve. She may be able to change a diaper with her eyes closed, but adjusting to a new family’s expectations is about so much more than potty training or cooking mac and cheese. Every family lives differently, so what a previous employer wanted won’t necessarily be what you want. Don’t be scared to have a straightforward conversation about what you’d like done differently. This relationship is based on mutual respect and professionalism first and foremost; friendship with your kids’ babysitter is a bonus second.
More than anything, remember that every new job has an adjustment period, for employee and employer. Hiring help requires a certain amount of self-awareness. Take stock of where you may struggle with adding someone new into your family dynamic. Simply being aware of your resistance can help you overcome it—at the very least it can help you differentiate between an actual problem and your own personal hang-ups. Once you’ve brought someone into your home and your children’s lives, and given them the lay of the land, let yourself enjoy the benefit. Don’t spend the whole hour they’re in your home watching on the nanny cam! The point of a support system is to give you time and space to fill your cup, so even if you were reluctant, give this setup a chance to work. You may be surprised at how much it allows your whole family to blossom.
Interviews and References
Different types of childcare will likely involve different hiring processes. You may want to conduct multiple interviews and reference checks for a full-time nanny, while a recommendation from a friend might be enough for a Friday-night sitter. But it’s different for everyone—if you know you won’t be comfortable leaving your kids until you’ve seen them interact in person with the caregiver, that’s just fine. But I recommend having an adults-only conversation first, so you can each be candid about your kids and what you expect from whoever fills the role. Here are some essential topics to discuss:
The job description: Sure, they probably already read it, but here’s an opportunity to elaborate or clarify any aspects of the gig, or emphasize which pieces, if any, take priority.
Babysitter’s preferred activities: What does this caregiver enjoy doing with children? (Active sports, arts and crafts, cooking/baking, reading, etc.) Also use this time to ask if there’s anything this caregiver prefers not to do.
Discipline style and approach: It’s important to know if your babysitter has strong feelings about how to discipline; it’s equally, if not more, important to let them know how you would like any disciplinary problems handled.
The typical day/afternoon: Ask if they have any preference or perspective on routine or structure with children. If it were entirely up to them, what would their typical day with your kids look like?
Logistics: It’s important to be aligned on values, but if this caregiver isn’t available when you need them, or isn’t willing to accept your pay rate, the whole conversation might be moot.
Previous conflict: Ask about any issues that have arisen with previous families or children, and how they managed. Even in a dream babysitting gig, stuff will happen. You can tell a lot about a person from this conversation, including how they manage conflict and what constitutes an issue for them.
Once you’ve found someone you like and are interested in hiring, it’s time to check references. Do not discount the importance of this step, no matter how much you adore the candidate or how quickly you need some help in the home. Reference checks might feel time-consuming, but they go a long way in building your trust. In the AMP survey, 73 percent of respondents said they struggle to find someone they trust to stay with their children. A quick call with a previous employer can be very telling. Make sure to ask not only what worked well but what didn’t. One way to delicately do so is to inquire what you can do to set your relationship with this caregiver up for success.
When reviewing referrals, make sure to keep in mind the setup of the household that’s providing the recommendation, as well as the scheduling and unique style of that individual family. One of the very first caregivers I hired received a wonderful referral from her previous employers, but I failed to consider that the family in question had two parents who worked long hours due to demanding careers, so they needed a full-time caregiver for their children. This woman had managed everything for those children and that home, so while she was an amazing asset for families willing to hand over the reins completely, it didn’t end up working in my household, where I wanted to work collaboratively with our caregiver and maintain control over routines.
IF IT’S NOT WORKING OUT
It’s possible that the first person you hire may not be the right fit. If something about your new caregiver feels off to you—even if it’s just that they don’t vibe with your kid—go with your gut. “If there’s something that is just making you uncomfortable about a provider, you don’t have to continue with that provider,” says Sara Mauskopf, founder and CEO of Winnie, an online marketplace for childcare. “Your child will be fine to switch childcare options. Kids are really flexible and adaptable, so if you tried something that didn’t work out, you can try something else. Parents sometimes feel like when they find a daycare or sitter, they have to stick with that option forever. But your needs may outgrow that situation, and you should feel open to exploring other options.” Still, just because this one person didn’t work out doesn’t mean nobody will work out. In any job there will be people who don’t work out—don’t let this turn you off to childcare forever.
Power Practice: What Help Do You Need?
This chapter addressed why families with a stay-at-home parent resist bringing in childcare, how to get comfortable with building a robust support system, and how to find a caregiver who will fit with your family. That last piece begins by identifying the type of help that will most benefit your family and then considering who will make the most sense from a logistical and financial perspective.
Step 1: Think about the care tasks that you least enjoy. This could be because they are time-consuming and drain your energy, because they are a source of friction in your family or marriage, or because they limit your ability to invest in activities that help you stay whole. In the following list, circle the three that you dislike the most.
Laundry
Tidying
Deep cleaning
Transportation
Meal prep
Cooking
Groceries
Family admin (paperwork, scheduling)
Home organization
Morning childcare
After-school childcare
Evening childcare
Party or holiday planning
Miscellaneous errands
Step 2: Consider the type of help that seems feasible to you for the tasks you identified in step 1. Feasibility can be based on a number of factors, including your schedule, finances, and personal comfort level. Work your way down this list and circle at least three options that might be available to you, or could be compensated for supporting you with the care load.
Partner
Retired caregivers or teachers
Taskrabbit
Instacart or grocery service
Local grandparents
Teenage neighbors
Meal delivery services
Laundry services
Cleaning service
School parent carpool
Nanny share
Flexible daycare or drop-off playgroups
Church, temple, or library drop-off program
After-school programming
After-school college babysitters
Local parents (rotation where one parent takes kids for set hours on one day, and the other parent does the same on another day)
Family helper (part-time option)
Nanny (part-time option)
Step 3: Identify a time period—the school year, the summer months—during which you can test a new system of outsourcing care tasks. Now that you know the what, who, and when, here’s a sample script for broaching the conversation with your partner:
I’m noticing that I [or we, or our family] am feeling overwhelmed. It’s important to me that we all feel supported so that we all benefit from a calmer [or more fun/positive/healthy] home environment. I spent some time thinking about areas where our family could benefit from extra support. Are any of these things you can help out with more, or can you help me think through who we can ask or hire to support us for this school year [or alternative period of time]?
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Discover the Limitless Value of Mom Friends
FALSE BELIEF
My network will dry up when I stop working.
NEW NARRATIVE
Motherhood is an invisible thread that allows me to connect quickly and deeply, and I’m going to build relationships that serve me personally and professionally.
SITTING ON THE dusty linoleum floor, I exchanged a knowing glance with the mothers on either side of me. We were gathered in a basement room of the Union Square Babies“R”Us, following our baby movement instructor’s directions to tap tap tap on our babies’ calves. I didn’t know these women, but I wanted to. One had an almost regal demeanor, polished despite the flurry of burp cloths on her lap and shoulders; the other was all smiles, and she exuded the warmth I would come to learn was the hallmark of her personality. Our eye contact and stifled laughs acknowledged that there was something ridiculous but also joyful in what we were doing. It clued me in to the notion that we were all still rookies at this motherhood thing, but were opening ourselves up to a new, less serious side of ourselves.
Toward the end of the class, our teacher instructed us to let our babies “be free,” which meant the adults in the room could talk amongst ourselves. I learned that Suzi, the regal mom to my left, had worked in banking. Her job required a lot of travel, so she wanted to take a couple of years off and return to the office once frequent trips felt more palatable. Caroline, the bubbly and warm mother to my right, had been laid off six months after returning from maternity leave and was taking it as a sign to stay home for a stretch. Other mothers in the class, which was intended for babies six months and up, had extended their maternity leaves or were working part-time. We talked about our kids’ development, comparing sleep and feeding schedules, and traded suggestions of favorite parks or play spaces. To an outsider, our circle of moms might have looked stereotypical—there were topknots and athleisure wear, and multiple tumblers full of coffee—but we represented different careers, family structures, and cultures of origin. The group of us, sitting in a circle, were physical proof that there was no one way to make room for motherhood.
As I returned to baby movement class each week, I felt validated. Not that the choices I’d made were “right,” necessarily, but that being a mom could feel expansive and ambitious, just like any other stage of life. And I was excited to connect with women who were grappling with the same questions I was—about parenting and family life and career pauses and next steps. After sitting next to them two weeks in a row, I took the lead and asked Suzi and Caroline if they wanted to come over for a coffee playdate later that week. They took me up on it, and the intimacy of being in someone’s living room opened us up in a way that the Babies“R”Us basement never could. We started with the easy topic of in-laws—a universal icebreaker—then moved on to husbands and how we were sharing the parenting load. It was incredibly reassuring to hear that I wasn’t the only one who felt like her husband didn’t quite “get it,” or who was squabbling with her partner about whether naps were necessary.
Before the end of that first playdate we set up another, and another, until we’d formed an informal baby group and text chain, meeting weekly and trading articles about dropping naps or sharing recipes that our kids actually enjoyed. Time worked its magic, and eventually the text thread evolved to conversations about what we wanted out of the moment, if we missed work, ideas we were noodling on, stressors we were struggling with. When I started Mother Untitled, they were among the first friends I pitched the concept to. They read early articles on the blog and liked my posts on social. They made it all feel special—like we were in a graduating class moving through milestones and learning together along the way.
Although we originally bonded over our kids—and that point of connection made it easier to open up more quickly—my friendships with Suzi and Caroline ultimately served me on a personal and professional level. They offered camaraderie at a time when I didn’t have coworkers with whom to take a quick break at the proverbial water cooler, and refreshing grown-up conversation on days when I could not recite one more nursery rhyme. At one point we tried to get our husbands together, but that didn’t quite work; we didn’t become lifelong besties or the unicorn “family friends” of lore. Suzi has since moved to the suburbs, and now that our kids are older it’s not so easy for me and Caroline to plop them on a playmat and catch up while we sit back and observe. Still, I would argue that successful friendships aren’t defined by the years they last but the comfort they bring. And when the three of us were in the trenches of early motherhood, there were moments when I needed nothing more than someone who could see what I was going through and say, “I know it’s hard, you’re doing great, I’m right there with you.”
A Lifeline, Not a Luxury
Parenting can be isolating; parenting at home, without the companionship of colleagues or other adults to touch base with throughout the day, even more so. When Bodie was an infant, I absolutely found myself chatting with him about life and the schedule of our upcoming week as if he could engage in small talk. I like to think it was developmentally beneficial for his little brain to hear me yammering on, but I also know the conversations were as much for me as for him. As someone who was used to catching up with coworkers all day, finding myself in a room with no adult conversation was a major adjustment.
Loneliness is a problem in America that is bigger than just parenthood. In 2023, the U.S. Surgeon General issued an advisory entitled Our Epidemic of Loneliness and Isolation, citing research that, even before the pandemic, about half of U.S. adults reported experiencing measurable levels of loneliness. This public health concern, according to the report, is “more widespread than many of the other major health issues of our day.”
Loneliness in motherhood has been reported on for years. It made headlines long before the lockdowns of 2020, although the pandemic certainly exacerbated the problem: 51 percent of mothers of young children reported “serious loneliness” in the immediate aftermath of the COVID-19 shutdown. But even as we emerged from the fog of pandemic precautions, social connection was still a struggle, as our surgeon general reminded us. And despite the stereotype of stay-at-home moms dishing over yoga mats or at the coffee klatch, in our AMP survey, 44 percent said making friends as a stay-at-home mom is hard, while one in ten said they didn’t feel like they had any mom friends at all. “When you become a parent, you become incredibly busy,” says Marlo Lyons, a career coach who often works with new parents to envision their next steps. “It might be that you used to talk to your friends weekly, but now you only talk to them once a year. You just don’t have time.”
And if the friends you used to connect with don’t have kids, or if they went right back to work, you might feel disconnected from them in your current situation. “A lot of women in my life are professionals and still working, and when I explained my choice to some of them, they didn’t really get it, because they’re not feeling the same call to have time at home that I am,” says Hannah Bryant, a mom of two in Chicago on a break from her career in wealth management. I’m not here for the so-called mommy wars—the Mother Untitled movement is about empowering parents to make whichever choice works for them without judgment—but sometimes it’s nice to connect with someone in your same boat.
As isolating as parenthood, especially stay-at-home parenthood, might be, plenty of mothers I’ve talked to admit that they still consider friendship a nice-to-have, not a need-to-have. I’ve been guilty of this myself. When there’s a mile-long to-do list, and your kids are tugging at your sleeve for help with homework or even some extra snuggle time on the couch, choosing to be with other adults instead can feel selfish, or at least self-indulgent. “We think we should be more productive, more present, and more viewable for our kids,” says friendship coach Danielle Bayard Jackson. “So we worry that pouring into these platonic relationships is somehow taking away from children.”
There may also be a cultural component baked into our reluctance to devote time to socializing. Zara Hanawalt, a mom of twins in Pittsburgh, says her parents have put a more concerted effort into building a network than she has. “There’s an Indian focus on community, and it’s been really nice to watch my parents enjoy the community they’ve worked really hard to build,” she says. “But it’s sad for me because I feel like I’ll never have that. I just don’t think investing in friendships and relationships is considered a productive use of your time in this country.” Pop-culture portrayals of ladies who lunch indulging in frivolous neighborhood gossip—even the mere existence of the phrase “ladies who lunch”—only exacerbates the problem. “If you’re a mom, especially a mom who works inside the home, and you take some time to have lunch with a friend, you’re often shamed for that in this country,” Hanawalt says.
But here’s what you need to know: connecting with friends might be the single most important thing you can do for your health. Research shows that low levels of social connection can have the same mortality impacts as smoking fifteen cigarettes or drinking six alcoholic drinks a day. It’s associated with an increased risk of heart disease and stroke, accelerated cognitive decline, and is worse for your health than obesity or not exercising. On the flip side, social connection is associated with better physical, cognitive, and mental health, and research suggests it increases survival odds by a whopping 50 percent. “We know, intuitively, that friendship is important,” says Bayard Jackson. “And the research continues to support that probably the number-one thing that determines our overall well-being and life satisfaction is the quality of our relationships. Nothing else—not being a mother or having a certain income status or being married—is as important as having quality relationships in your life.”
For stay-at-home mothers, social connection is particularly important, as studies show that nonemployed women with small children at home are more likely than their employed counterparts to report having felt sadness or anger a lot of the day. And as critical as your connectedness is to your own health, it’s also important for your kids. Research shows that a mother’s loneliness can negatively impact her child’s health, but on the flip side, the benefits you’ll get from spending time with friends will reverberate throughout your family. In one study, women who attended an antenatal baby-care class and made friends with the other participants not only saw mental health benefits but also developed greater confidence in their parenting, as they reassured one another that their babies’ development was on track. When I spoke to Jennifer Breheny Wallace, author of Never Enough: When Achievement Culture Becomes Toxic—and What We Can Do About It, she told me that the one consistent finding in families she dubbed as “healthy strivers” was that the primary caregiver, mostly the mother, spent one hour a week with mom friends, which she believed resulted in an awareness that no one’s kids are perfect. By sharing stories and opening up to other parents, she says, moms realize that we are all navigating challenges, which normalizes the struggles and lowers the pressure to get motherhood “right” or push our kids too hard. Plus, by seeing in others that there is no one way to parent, mothers can feel more confident in their own approach. Far from frivolous, investing in strong social support and a confidence in your own parenting will make you 75 percent less likely to be depressed—it’s all connected, and it all matters. A lot.
The Time Is Right
It’s time for a reframe. What if I told you that there is no period of your life more conducive to making new friends—and forming deep friendships—than during the early stages of motherhood?
I know, I know. But hear me out.
Motherhood and all that comes with it can, if you let it, crack you open so deeply that you have no choice but to just be honest. When I met Caroline and Suzi at our baby movement class, Bodie was six months old. I was truly happy that I was staying at home with him, but I was also tired from the work of navigating a new identity and an entirely unfamiliar existence. I didn’t have it in me to pretend that I had it all figured out, even if I’d wanted to. That vulnerability, and the lack of time for or interest in surface-level conversations, is really what fast-tracked our friendship.
When it comes to deepening relationships of any kind, experts agree that vulnerability is key. Parenthood breaks down defenses and can cause lots of uncertainty in its newness—Am I doing this right? Is this how it’s supposed to feel? As much as you may want to appear like you have it all together, perhaps the best thing you can do for yourself is expose the mess. “Everybody just wants to act like ‘I’m doing it. I’m killing it. I’ve got it under control,’ because they think everyone else does,” says marriage and family therapist Emily Pardy. “But nobody does. I haven’t met a single person who has all their shit together. To make new friends you have to be vulnerable, and we have to give people the opportunity to be vulnerable with us.” Pardy suggests starting with something as simple as asking a mom at the playground for advice, or being honest enough about your own struggles that a potential friend feels safe coming to you for help.
Even if the vulnerability piece is hard for you (as it is for many), there’s a practical side to stay-at-home parenting that ups your likelihood of making new friends. If you’ve incorporated a rhythm into your weeks, you probably frequent some of the same spots on repeat—the park you go to on Monday afternoons, the Wednesday-morning story time at your local library. There are probably other moms who have the same idea. “Routine sounds unsexy, I know. But adults are always so nostalgic for their childhood friendships, and a lot of times those friendships were born from the fact that you saw this person all the time,” Bayard Jackson says. “This is the mere exposure effect—we just prefer people who are familiar to us.” Those exposure opportunities start as soon as you’re ready to leave the house with your infant, but they extend throughout parenthood. As your child grows and you enter new communities—daycare, preschool, elementary school, religious school, art classes, soccer teams—you’ll continue to encounter opportunities to introduce yourself to people you see repeatedly.
Being new at anything brings people together, whether you’re first-year law associates or in the same sorority pledge class. Entering motherhood is no different. A mother with an infant might as well be sporting a sign that says “I’m new here. Please talk to me.” Even if they aren’t babies, having kids the same age is usually grounds for friendship connections. “That’s your in. It’s a real advantage to be new in any space or stage,” Bayard Jackson says. “There are other women looking for community, because they want support, too.”
WHERE ARE MOMS MEETING?
As part of the AMP survey, we tried to figure out where friendships in motherhood are actually forming. Old friends still reign supreme—there’s no reason the people from your before can’t fit into your after, whether or not they have kids, and regardless of whether or not they work out of the home. Connections from mutual friends are also reliable, while some of the more common stay-at-home-mom hangout spots…not so much. Here’s a breakdown of where respondents said they made their mom friends:
Friends before motherhood: 38 percent
Mutual friends: 30 percent
Work: 34 percent
Daycare/school: 30 percent
Mom groups: 22 percent
Social media: 14 percent
Play groups: 20 percent
Park: 17 percent
MAKING THE FIRST MOVE
No matter where you meet your potential new mom friends, there will come a moment when someone needs to make the first move. Kids are an easy opening line. “How old?” is usually enough do the trick, just to get conversation going. When you meet someone you think could have potential for broader connection, you may need to take the next step by asking to exchange phone numbers or emails. If that feels weird, like you’re trying to pick up a stranger, you might just be doing it right. “It was the most bizarre thing ever,” Erin Brown McAlister says of trying to make plans with other moms at the playground. “But I would just say, ‘I’d love to meet up for a playdate sometime. Here’s my number. Let’s try and make this work.’ ” Be sure to ask for their number, too, since the only person you can absolutely count on to do the reaching out is yourself. But good news: while you may feel uncomfortable, when you touch base, they will likely be happy to hear from you. A study published in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology found that people consistently underestimate how much others appreciate being contacted for a friendly hello.
The Myth of the Mom Squad
As my kids got older and I got more settled into motherhood, I developed what I would describe as a “familiar enough” circuit. There were some intimate friendships and some friendly acquaintanceships, but I did not magically conjure a group of women who were all best friends and took family vacations (or girls’ trips) together. Still, that “familiar enough” group—it was, indeed, enough. Bayard Jackson says she often talks to clients for whom the myth of the “mom squad” has left them feeling like a failure in the friendship category. “At some point in our conversation, that client will mention to me the gap between how she feels friendship ought to be and what her friendships actually look like,” Bayard Jackson says. The expectation, the client says, is that she’ll have a group of best friends, like the momfluencers who go apple picking together or the women of Sex and the City who gather on Sundays for brunch. “It makes them feel that their friendship landscape is inadequate in some way.”
Don’t let the illusion of this cohesive group of women keep you from assembling a roster of people who fulfill different needs for companionship. In the early stages of a career transition into a new routine, mostly at home, that list can include someone to go for a walk with, or someone who understands your career considerations. Over time, some of these relationships may expand to something deeper, but those that don’t aren’t less valuable. Because while you may not be building a mom squad, you’re building something else meaningful, something that is very much not a fantasy. You’re building a network.
The New Networking
If you’re a mom on a career pause, building or expanding your network is no small feat. Remember, networking doesn’t only refer to meeting new people for the express purpose of getting a new job. It’s about building a web of connections. One purpose of that web is to have access to folks you can turn to when you start looking for work. But it’s also so that you’ll be top of mind for others when they need to make a hire, or so you have thinkers you respect with whom you can volley professional ideas. That’s of the utmost importance during a career pause because people in this phase commonly reenvision what their next professional stage might look like. For Godhuli Chatterjee Gupta, the opportunity for career brainstorming and commiseration was the most comforting aspect of the mom friends she made. “My best mom friend is a lawyer who has not worked in the corporate world for several years now. Others are teachers who are taking time off, and a lot of them are going through the same transition of trying to recalibrate and figure out what their next step is,” she says. “We all love motherhood, and we chose to take this pause, but we also realize that we have passions and identities of our own. And we’re starting to see the light at the end of the early motherhood tunnel.”
Prior to my own entry into parenthood, I had a core group of friends composed of women from similar upbringings or similar industries. As a mom, I met women of all races and ages who had worked in everything and anything, from nonprofits to finance to small businesses. These friendships expanded my network infinitely; each friendship connected me to business contacts at companies that had been totally out of my purview when I worked. Of course, I didn’t tap into these networks in the thick of stay-at-home motherhood, but it was empowering to know I could when I was ready.
Many women I’ve spoken to have depended on mom friends to launch themselves back to work. Jaclyn McDonald, of Wayland, Massachusetts, scaled back to part-time hours as a middle school math specialist to spend more time with her kids. She kept working so she could stay connected to the field she’d always known, but was starting to tire of it. One day while sitting on the sidelines at her daughter’s swim meet, Jaclyn started chatting with another mom who worked for an education nonprofit. The two became friendly, and months later, Jaclyn took a more fulfilling and enjoyable job at the same organization.
Similarly, Christine Hackett, a mom of two, including one child with special needs, found herself connecting with other moms who were navigating this similar aspect of parenthood. One of the moms, who worked in events, noticed how skillfully Christine managed her own hectic family schedule, especially when unexpected obstacles kept throwing her best-laid plans off track. Now Christine, who used to work in operations and management at start-ups, has a part-time job she loves in the events department at an auction company raising money for nonprofits.
What happened to Jaclyn and Christine wasn’t a fluke. In fact, the kind of peripheral social ties that Jaclyn made poolside are the most helpful when looking for a new job. Researchers at MIT, Stanford, Harvard, and LinkedIn found that “moderately weak” ties are more helpful than close ones when the time comes to look for new employment. So, while you cannot expect to trip and fall into the seat next to a mom who will help you find your next gig, you don’t need to bend over backward making every mom your new bestie just in case, either.
FORMALIZE IT
If want to connect with other moms, but cringe at the thought of approaching an unsuspecting parent at the nursery school open house, you might prefer joining a platform expressly dedicated to connecting mothers. At least this way you know that everyone you connect with is look for the same thing you are. Here are four platforms dedicated entirely to connecting mothers. Yes, they’re like dating apps. No, you won’t have to endure painful pickup lines.
HeyMama: A membership-based professional networking group for mothers, with an online community platform as well as digital and in-person events across the United States.
Peanut: An app for connecting with women in a similar stage of parenting, from pregnancy through motherhood.
Bumble for Friends: It’s Bumble, but for friends. Build a profile, start swiping—when you’ve both swiped right, you’ve got a potential pal.
Mother Untitled: Yes, it’s my platform, but connecting with like-minded moms is what Mother Untitled is all about. In addition to a digital community, we host seasonal in-person networking events for moms in the various stages between work and stay-at-home motherhood.
Get Strategic About What You Need
When companies assemble boards, they strategically fill roles that complement one another. There’s someone who’s the cheerleader, someone who is creative, someone with great connections, someone with operating experience. “Build a personal board of directors” has become common advice for those looking to grow in their careers, and I’d suggest taking the same approach to your friendships. No one person can or should check all the boxes. There are the friends who motivate you to stay healthy, or the ones who really relate to your parenting experience, or maybe the ones who understand the exact career transition you’re in. There may be those you have deep talks with and those who are fun to go to a rare happy hour with.
Robert Waldinger, director of the Harvard Study of Adult Development, the longest-running study on happiness, emphasizes the importance of friendship as a determinant for longevity in his book The Good Life, which he coauthored with the study’s associate director, Marc Schulz. His advice to parents who may feel lonely despite all the casual connections at PTA or carpool? Do an audit every so often of what you’re craving in your relationships. That may result in seeking out new connections or deepening old ones, but it will help you flex an important personal and professional muscle: identifying what you need and going after it.
What Priscillia de Muizon, a mom of a five-year-old in Napa, California, needed was a friend who could help her think through how to press play on her professional pause. After spending fifteen years as a lawyer, she was toying with the idea of pursuing a writing career, but she was nervous to open up about an idea that still wasn’t fully formed. But there was a woman in her mom group who, after battling breast cancer a couple years earlier, was also reconsidering her next career steps. The two ended up having weekly “backyard burrito sessions” where they worked on career goals and acted as accountability buddies. “It started with one of us being vulnerable and admitting, ‘Hey I’m working on career stuff, but I’m not feeling super confident.’ ”
De Muizon met another friend, who filled a different need, at a prenatal swim class. “I have a tendency to be very private, and I’m not especially good at being vulnerable with people at first,” she says. “I met a woman who’s really good at making friends—she had just moved to town and was pregnant too and she was just persistent. Since she was new to town, she made a really big effort to meet all these different moms. So when she started a baby-mom group, I ended up meeting a great group of mom friends.”
Bayard Jackson calls women like de Muizon’s friend at swim class “super connectors” and says that if you’re not exactly sure who you need in your circle or where to start, these are the moms you should look for. “Super connectors are people who like to ride on making introductions,” she says. “We all know that woman who, even if she’s not your friend, runs a Facebook group or hosts monthly meetups. Message this woman, even if you’re not close, and just say, ‘Hey, I’m a new mom. I’m coming out of the newborn phase and I’m looking to get plugged in.’ ” Super connectors get a rush from pairing up people who would get along and would likely welcome the task of helping you widen your network.
Sometimes what you lack in your network is not someone who can perform a tangible action or join you for a specific activity, but someone who fills an emotional or psychological need. For mothers especially, finding friends who affirm various parts of your identity can be critical. Before having kids, you might have identified as a tennis player, or a chef, or a tech-head, or a great friend. Perhaps your culture or your religion was a big part of how you viewed yourself. These pieces of you still exist after becoming a parent, and yet Motherly’s State of Motherhood survey found that more than 70 percent of moms say they are “most strongly defined by their motherhood.” Of respondents who were not in the workforce, 87 percent felt this way.
Psychologist Tovah Klein has studied this loss of identity in mothers. “Stay-at-home moms talk about the loss of that piece of themselves who was professional or a striver or career woman,” she says. “They wonder what happened to their intellectual side and lament losing it. But we know that when one has multiple identities—I am a mother, a lawyer, someone who likes to bake, go for runs, a reader—those other identities can help buffer when one, in this case the ‘career woman,’ is on the back burner in some way.”
But relying only your mother identity is not enough. “Being dependent on children for your identity is never a good idea,” Klein says. “Children are not here to make us happy—they are here for us to love, raise, and guide.”
To start finding the friends who might help avert a motherhood identity crisis, Bayard Jackson suggests writing these two words, ten times: “I am…” Then fill in each blank with an aspect of your identity. “So for me, for example, I am Black. I am a creative. Then I go through that list and really think, intentionally, about where I can go to find a community of affirmation for each aspect of my identity,” Bayard Jackson says. “So, as a Black woman, it’s important that I can talk to people who get that experience. They understand my fears as a mother that we share as a culture. As a creative, I need to be able to have conversations that light me up and get me energized with people who get it.” It’s the first step, she says, of being strategic and asking yourself, “Who am I, and how can I have that identity supported and reflected back to me in my network?”
I was recently reading an article about the one thing that employees value in leaders. It noted that, unequivocally, employees need psychological safety above all else. I’ve been thinking the same is true in friendships, especially as you get older. As you meet potential friends or people to integrate into your network, notice if they speak poorly about other people often, or if they speak more about other people than they do ideas, or if they make you feel judged or uncomfortable when you leave their company. Surrounding yourself with people is important, but surrounding yourself with the right people might be even more so in the vulnerable stages of motherhood.
Gathering and Talking: A Primer
Ultimately, connecting with other people boils down to these two ingredients. They sound simple, and yet the anxiety they provoke in plenty of adults is incredibly complex. One survey, from the online language tutor platform Preply, found that 71 percent of respondents would prefer silence to small talk. But despite how much we think we dislike it, research shows that adults pretty much always enjoy small talk more than they expect to. Still, sometimes you need a slight nudge to get going.
In my work building the Mother Untitled community, I’ve learned some handy tricks for dialing down the awkwardness that can come with gathering and talking. Here are my best tips for getting people together and fostering conversation.
GATHERING:
If you can, combine forces with one other friend so you can expand your networks together. If you each bring two people to the gathering that the other one doesn’t know, you’ll widen the network for everyone.
Create a meeting cadence. Familiarity and recognition rely on regular interaction. For mom groups, with kids or without, biweekly or monthly is a good goal.
Break the ice with an activity. Maybe you make it a walking group, so there’s some self-care built in. If you’re gathering at someone’s home, making it a book (or, easier still, an article) club is an easy way to give the early conversation focus.
Be clear on the purpose. In her book The Art of Gathering, Priya Parker writes that before any gathering, all participants should be clear on why this group is getting together. “A category is not a purpose,” she writes. Which is to say, “it’s a moms gathering” isn’t quite enough. “We hope to connect as moms who could use support from other moms” is.
Don’t be discouraged if not everyone in the group gels or it takes a little bit of extra prompting to make conversation flow. Sometimes everyone dives in and brings their A game, and sometimes people need more familiarity to be at ease.
TALKING:
Kids make for an easy entry point to any conversation with fellow moms. Offering compliments (“How cute is that diaper bag!”) or asking for recommendations (“Have you found a good pediatrician in the neighborhood?”) is always low-hanging fruit. If you’d rather be less personal, your location (“This café is so beautiful,” “This park is mayhem”) is an easy lead-in…and at least you’re not talking about the weather.
Ask about a book the other person is reading, a show they’re watching, neighborhood restaurants they like, or recent or upcoming travel. Any of these answers can be a jumping off point for conversation, and if you have favorites in common it might be an indication of friendship potential. As you’re swapping recommendations, ask specific questions and offer deep details. (“I can’t handle stressful shows—I google the ending before so I don’t have to worry while I watch.”) Sharing your quirks often invites other people to do the same, laying the groundwork for good conversation.
The key to transitioning small talk into more authentic talk is listening deeply and offering more information when it’s your turn to contribute. In the most basic of examples, if you’re on the receiving end of a “How are you?” instead of “I’m fine,” try “My parents are visiting this week—so really good!” That quickly leads to questions like, “Where are they in from?” or “Are they helpful with the kids?”
Take a “yes and…” approach. This is often celebrated as the guiding principle of improv comedy—you accept the world your scene partner has built, and then you add to it. But it’s a good guiding principle for conversation, too. It doesn’t mean you need to agree with everything someone says, but you acknowledge it, and then you add your own information.
Don’t freak out of if you say something “wrong.” We usually think much more about whatever awkward thing we said than the person we were talking to does. If you don’t think you’ll be worrying about it in a year, don’t waste time worrying about it tonight!
It Takes Work
I’m bad on text message. You know that meme about the person that either responds in two minutes or two weeks? That’s me. I have friends who text back in an instant, but good luck getting them to return a phone call. Or there are those who are all about getting together…in theory. Then, when you try to actually make a plan, coordinating calendars is like playing a game of Tetris.
Whether you are trying to stay in touch with an existing friend or make plans with a new one, it’s going to take effort. That’s true if you work part-time or full-time or flex time or not at all. When I stayed at home full-time, I would daydream about how if only I worked at an office, I’d be meeting a friend for a lunch or a happy hour while I had childcare. But because my kids weren’t even school age, and I was at home without any designated adult-only time, it seemed to take more planning. But now that my kids are at school, and Mother Untitled takes up the hours when they’re there, it still feels like there’s no time. I have blocks of hours to myself, but they are claimed by the work that will always expand to fit the space available. In short, finding time for socializing is easy for no one.
Ideally, the effort required to connect with friends will be two-sided, but if you’re the one feeling short on support, you might be the one carrying more of the workload. That’s okay. After I had Lyla, I held myself back from venturing out. I was having a tough time with the juggle of two kids, and I felt shame for not having it all together. I know better now. It’s because I was struggling that I would have benefited most from connection. Time with female friends builds a reserve of energy to draw from when you need it. Making the effort, even when it’s awkward or exhausting, is like adding to that reserve. It may feel difficult in the moment, but it will have big-time value when you’re running low.
So what does that effort look like? Marlo Lyons recommends treating the work of reaching out to friends as you would any other commitment, which means you should start by putting it on your calendar. The scheduling piece is important because friendship takes time, and as we already know, free time will never magically appear. One study found that it takes about fifty hours of time together before you will consider someone a casual friend, ninety hours to lose the “casual” qualifier, and two hundred hours before you will consider someone a close friend. If we look at friend making as an extension of networking, then it’s worth considering that those who agree with the notion that “networking played a role in my success” spent a little more than six hours a week on networking, on average. In my experience, the vulnerability and camaraderie of motherhood can accelerate the process, perhaps requiring fewer clocked hours overall, but it definitely won’t happen without a time investment.
If you, like mom Erin Erenberg, are someone for whom the “schedule it in” advice feels like just another to-do, you might find more success with apps like Marco Polo that allow you to talk to friends on your own time, even if that friend isn’t available when you are. Erenberg says when she can’t see friends IRL she uses Voxer and WhatsApp voice memos to “hear from my girls in a fluid way.” The options are endless, but they all take some degree of effort. Nothing worth having comes easy, as the saying goes.
THE VALUE OF THE GROUP TEXT
While I feel gratitude for the community I’ve built over my eight years of parenting, it’s certainly been a journey. There was a period when my toddler was in the habit of pushing other kids, which made me withdraw from the playdate circuit. There was another phase in which I was too anxious to see almost anyone. Enter the group text. All else being equal, the best kind of social interaction to combat loneliness is the in-person kind. But when you have children, all else is not always equal. Don’t underestimate the value of connecting over text—even a short message of support can go a long way. Friendship is not all or nothing. It’s not “get together once a month” or “never see each other at all.” Connection is valuable, however you find it.
A Reason, a Season, or a Lifetime
I adored the women I met in early motherhood, but plenty of them are no longer in my life, besides the occasional like on a pumpkin patch photo that appears in my Instagram feed. Some moved away or went back to full-time paid work, which meant we could no longer see one another as often as we once did, or we simply grew apart. That doesn’t mean the friendships—however brief—lacked meaning or importance. They opened my eyes to new perspectives and experiences and provided empathy and wisdom when I craved those things most. Many of them helped me grow Mother Untitled into the community it is today.
The average close friendship lasts about ten years, according to sociologist Nicholas Christakis, coauthor of Connected: The Surprising Power of Our Social Networks and How They Shape Our Lives. But as a mom, you might have impactful and fulfilling friendships that last only half that time, from the infant years to the time your kids enter kindergarten. The notion that a friendship is only successful if it spans decades is a myth that is hurting relationship satisfaction, Bayard Jackson says. “The word ‘failure’ is defined as not meeting an intended objective,” she says. “So if the objective was for a relationship to never end, then we will internalize that and feel like we failed if a friendship comes to a natural conclusion.”
The success of a friendship, she argues, should be measured just like any other endeavor—by whether or not it accomplished its intended goals. “What do you want in a friendship? Are you looking for a space where you can use your gifts and support other people? Are you looking for relationships where you feel like you can express yourself freely?” If that’s what you wanted and that’s what you got, then count the friendship in the win column, Bayard Jackson says, and let go of any guilt. Instead, pay it forward and offer that same support to the next connection who comes along.
Power Practice: The Connections Challenge
This chapter explored why motherhood can be especially isolating, the necessity of social connections when you’re staying at home, and how mom friendships can become critical business relationships. It also offered tools for connecting with other mothers, even when it feels scary. Use this checklist of mini-challenges to help you put yourself out there. Start at the beginning and work your way through the list, doing one a week for ten weeks.
Send a text to three friends from your pre-motherhood life to check in and just say hello.
Share an article or podcast that a new friend might find interesting.
Call a friend during an errand.
Invite a friend along on an errand or a planned activity.
Research and register for one neighborhood class (with younger kids) or volunteer opportunity (with older kids) where there will be other parents to socialize with.
Ask one parent out to coffee to learn about their work.
Organize a post-drop-off coffee meet-up (older kids) or a playdate at your home (younger kids).
Expand your circle by asking a new friend(s) to help start a TV show/article/podcast club.
Ask for a referral or recommendation—of a babysitter, after-school class, anything parent related—from a friend you trust or admire.
Calendar a standing night out either weekly, biweekly, or monthly.
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Let Yourself Pursue New Passions and Find New Strengths
FALSE BELIEF
My interests and skills are going to wilt during motherhood.
NEW NARRATIVE
I’ll have room to grow in new ways and to try new things that could lead me to where I’m meant to be—and maybe even where I’m meant to work next.
IT WAS EARLY on a Tuesday morning in January 2017. I held my breath, hit send, and then felt my stomach do a couple of flips—a combination of nerves and excitement. Any second now, the email I’d simultaneously been dying to send and dreading to send would be in the inboxes of the four-hundred-plus contacts I’d made over a decade-long career. My note announced my new blog, the first iteration of what would eventually become Mother Untitled.
I was eager to send it because I was excited about this project in a way I hadn’t felt about anything in a long time. I wanted to share these ideas I was having about stay-at-home motherhood and engage in a dialogue with other parents who were rethinking their careers and family life. But I also felt anxious about broadcasting my endeavor. I worried it would be received with eye rolls, maybe even spark comments about how I’d become some sort of millennial cliché. But now it was out there and there was nothing I could do but wait.
A half hour later, the first reply rolled in. And then the next. And the next. The dozens and dozens of responses to my note—which was both an alert to the existence of my new blog and an invitation to join the conversation—were tender, thoughtful, honest messages from those in my circle about their own experiences with ambition and motherhood. It was enough to make me feel like maybe I was onto something.
Personal development, whether through an experimental passion project like my blog or a professional certification or a continuing-ed class or a hobby you’ve always wanted to try, can feel risky. It requires a willingness to put yourself out there and do something that maybe isn’t the obvious next step. There will be people who don’t get what you’re doing (like the business school classmate I saw at our five-year reunion who, when I complimented her sunglasses, mumbled something snarky about me blogging about them). But there will also be those who support or encourage or validate you, who volunteer to teach you or share their skills so that you can improve yours. And since you’ve already made the bold choice to step off the linear career path in favor of doing what feels right for you, you’ve probably already gotten some practice in valuing what you know will serve you over whatever everyone else thinks you should be doing.
When you take a career pause, one of the most exciting things you have at your disposal is time. It may not feel like that in the day-to-day, especially if you’re scrambling to fit an hour for yourself into your daily rhythm. But at a high level, when you aren’t going to the office every day and you don’t have a specific return-to-work date and you aren’t under a time crunch to get a new job or climb the ladder, you have freedom to do all the skill building or hobby dabbling you may have been curious about in the past. Yes, your pause is a time to spend with your family and focus on motherhood, but it also affords you a window to expand yourself personally and professionally. In fact, one mom I spoke to called the years she spent on a career break her “creative sabbatical,” because one of the goals of her pause was to reevaluate her passions and make sure that if and when she returned to work, it was in a job that fulfilled her.
Pursuing hobbies, interests, and play is brave in a culture that has long emphasized productivity, pay, and profit. But with self-development books and courses aplenty, sewing and pottery classes readily available, and online tools that make it easy to build a website in minutes, it can feel like the options are endless. And that can be exciting, or overwhelming, or both. When you start to feel the itch to do something more, you might find yourself tackling looming questions around what you should do…and when…and perhaps most importantly, why.
What Is Personal Development?
Growth can mean many things and encompass many pursuits. For the purposes of this chapter, when I talk about personal development, I’m referring to activities you might engage in on your own because they are interesting or compelling to you and they help you grow personally, expand your interests, and feel engaged. Personal development can fall in any of these buckets—or even a few at once:
Hobbies: An activity done regularly and for enjoyment, not for pay and not necessarily because you want to pursue it professionally. Hobbies usually entail an activity—reading, yoga, knitting, collecting—and are often the closest things adults have to childlike play. Research shows that hobbies can reduce stress and improve mood.
Passion projects: A passion project can be big (Apple started as one!) or a small side gig that simply allows you to experiment with something new. Also known as a “labor of love,” a passion project has more of a focused effort than a hobby and may have a more specific end goal. These projects are usually rooted in an idea that you’ve identified as deeply personal, but they come (at least for now) with limited financial pressure.
Learning/courses: You may want to learn a new skill, hone an old one, or just keep your toolbox sharp for an eventual return to work. In-person options are usually available at local universities or community colleges, while online platforms like MasterClass or Skillshare offer courses in everything from UI/UX design to strategic decision-making, gardening to Texas-style barbecue.
Volunteer work: If there’s a cause or organization you’re passionate about, and you’ve already worked out the finances associated with forgoing a salary, volunteering is a great way to stay involved in your community or contribute in a way that feels meaningful while also keeping practical skills sharp.
Self-improvement: Just like “passion project,” “self-improvement” is a phrase that might inspire eye rolls, but I use it (and its cousin, “self-help”) to refer to personal work—the talk therapy or physical therapy you engage in to feel better; the time you spend reading books about how to parent in ways that feel good or take care of yourself so you can take care of your family. Self-development podcasts and books saw a record boom following the pandemic—in 2020, the self-help book genre was a $10.5 billion business. Self-help podcasts are expected to be a $2.5 billion business by 2028. If this is the area you’re most intrigued by, you’re clearly not alone.
Your Kid Is Growing, You Can Too
A career pause is not a life pause. You may have put the day-job version of your life on hold (temporarily or otherwise) so that you could lean into motherhood and shift your focus to your family, but as we’ve discussed in these pages, this phase is for building community and connections, establishing your personal values, and evaluating what you want for your future. When you step into the full power of the pause, it becomes a time of immense growth—both because you learn skills in parenting and household management that can absolutely translate professionally, but also because you may find unexpected skills and talents you never knew you had.
“You have to be nimble and able to think in different ways and wear different hats as a mother because, say you have more than one kid, each of your kids is different. The way you interact with each of them will be different too,” says Amri Kibbler, cofounder and CCO of HeyMama, a community for moms building families and careers. She also points out that as your kids adopt passions, you may find yourself discovering new activities whether you want to or not. “You’ll end up engaging with the activities they’re doing, and putting yourself into social situations where you are suddenly elected, like, treasurer of the Girl Scouts, learning to make spreadsheets because you have to.” If you can expand and grow your abilities to accommodate things your kids are interested in, you certainly should do the same for the stuff that you are interested in.
Only about 40 percent of the mothers we spoke to for the AMP survey said they participate in an activity outside their role as a stay-at-home mom. Those activities included volunteering at their kids’ schools or with a charity, working on a side business or passion project, taking a class to learn a new skill or get a professional certification, or helping a friend with a business endeavor. But of those four in ten mothers, a full 90 percent said that participating in their activity had a positive impact on their mood. Considering that stay-at-home moms have historically reported more depression, sadness, and anger, that’s no small thing.
I felt immense satisfaction from launching the Mother Untitled blog, long before I had any sense of its future or career potential. It tapped into a side of myself that didn’t get a ton of use during my earliest parenting days, and it provided me an opportunity to utilize my professional skills and apply them to a topic that I was deeply interested in. Research shows that hobbies or creative pursuits improve health and happiness, and the effects can linger for days. In a study of students who pursued creative hobbies, researchers found that even the day after participating in the activity, students showed a significant uptick in happiness. And not only can outside pursuits make you happier, but they can also improve your job performance. Studies have shown that those with creative hobbies are more likely to be considered helpful, collaborative, and creative at work (when rated by coworkers and self-rated)—you probably won’t sit in on a performance review from your kids (don’t they wish!), but if primary parent came with a job description, those might be the exact requirements.
If your hope is to eventually resume work in the same field where you were once employed, your activities might involve taking courses or certifications so you can stay connected to that field. But it’s not just about getting back to work one day. Tovah Klein notes that staying engaged in their profession, at some level, can help mothers maintain the professional identity that can suffer during parenthood. “Are you not a doctor just because you’re not right now seeing patients? You still have a medical degree, so how do you keep that piece of yourself lit up?” she asks. “Do you read journals? Do you meet with doctor friends? Do you go to some conferences just because it inspires you?” Whatever your field, staying connected to your line of work—through relationships and/or education—can help you hold on to the professional side you worked hard to cultivate, whether or not you decide to seek reemployment in that field down the line.
For Priscillia de Muizon, pursuing her passion helped her establish a new identity—one that felt like a better and more fulfilling fit than that of lawyer, her previous profession. During her time at home with her son, she, too, started a blog. “Now when people ask what I do, instead of saying, ‘Well, I’ve left law and I’m trying to figure out what to do next,’ I say, ‘I’m a freelance writer and my blog is Innovators of the Valley,’ ” she says. “Instantly the conversation is so much more interesting.”
Study Yourself
For some parents, there’s no question about what passion project or personal development they want to devote time to; it’s just a matter of finding the availability. You might have been waiting for the moment your kids start half-day preschool so you could sign up for tennis lessons or take the accounting or Spanish class you’ve always wanted to try. But sometimes the answer is less obvious—you’re antsy to get out there and do something, but the pressure to use the time wisely feels real, and you’re not sure what you want to do first. I’ve talked to plenty of moms who say they feel rusty enough that they can hardly remember what they like to do anymore. For them, the idea of picking up a hobby or “extracurricular” is totally confounding.
Before you start throwing darts at a wall and hoping something sticks, do a bit of self-reflection. It’s possible that you haven’t had much opportunity to look inward given all the time you spend focused on your family. For you, “self-reflection” might sound like a self-indulgent woo-woo notion that you don’t have time for. If that’s the case, take a moment to consider the ways you study your kids. If you have a child who always gravitates toward musical instruments, who loves listening to records or insists on stopping to watch street musicians or scroll guitar performances on YouTube, it has probably occurred to you that, Wow, he really loves music. Maybe we should put him in lessons. Perhaps his interest inspired you to take him to a live concert or buy him a toy guitar or introduce him to new artists. Self-reflection means taking the same lens through which you study your kid and turning it on yourself.
Jill Elliott, a former chief creative officer in Dallas, took a career break to raise her now tweenage daughter, and in that time she pivoted into owning her own creative studio. Her work includes training clients—often mothers—in the art of creativity. Elliott told me that the first step to identifying a hobby or passion is to pay attention to the content you consume. “I often find that what we consume both digitally and in real life is closely related to what inspires us to create,” she says. “Start to notice what invites you to linger a bit longer in your day, and know that whatever it is, it might be a clue.” For Elliott, the pieces of content she couldn’t resist met at the intersection of home design, community, and painting, so she started gathering local adults for sip and paints. Then she decided to turn some of her paintings into custom wallpaper, which she used in her home remodel. Now she’s launched her own wallpaper line.
Executive leadership coach Megan Martin Strickland seconds Elliott’s advice. “If you find yourself always listening to the same types of podcasts, or reading the same types of news articles, take stock of that,” she says. “Those are things that are really interesting to you, so you might want to start looking for opportunities in those areas, whether it’s work or volunteering or just exploring.” And sure, this could be something creative, like Jill Elliott’s wallpaper. Another creative success story is Mimi Chan, a mother of two and serial venture-backed entrepreneur in Oakland, California, who reconnected to her lifelong interest in design and eventually opened a concierge interior design service after a five-year career pause. But it’s just as likely that your personal passion will have nothing to do with creativity. Maybe the only way you can unwind at night is by doing a sudoku puzzle. Plenty of people find number crunching maddening—if you relish the logic inherent in identifying patterns in numbers, maybe data analysis would come naturally to you. It’s certainly a skill that is endlessly applicable these days. I have a friend who used to work as a web producer and digital writer, but what she loves more than anything is reading. Now, after taking six years off to raise her kids, she’s considering a career in library science. For now, she’s starting by volunteering at her local public library branch. Baby steps.
There’s age-old advice that when it comes to discovering passions in adulthood, we should start by looking at what we loved doing as kids. If you were a student athlete, team sports might still excite you. If you loved school and learning back then, maybe you’d enjoy continuing education classes now—all the joy of education without the pressure of grades. But my experience with Mother Untitled has taught me that for many mothers, raising children has opened their eyes to new talents and interests, whether due to the specific needs of their children or because parenting simply provides a new perspective on the world. A 2022 survey from the distance-learning platform Open Study College found that a third of women change their careers after having kids. Emily Nolan left her career as a plus-sized model when she became a mom to her son, Ollie. When he ended up having severe allergies, Emily noticed how passionate and deeply interested she became in advocating not only for her son, but for all children with similar conditions. Today Emily has followed her passion for advocacy and hosts a podcast, My Kind of Life, that offers resources for and interviews with parents of children with food allergies. She has also launched a series of online courses on parenting children with life-threatening allergies. Other mothers I’ve spoken to have developed a passion for local or national politics where they previously had none, both because they want to improve the world where they are raising their kids and, in the case of local politics, they feel more empowered to enact change.
For Olivia Metzger, mom of four in the Chicago suburbs, a desire to connect with other moms led to a passion she didn’t expect. “I felt really isolated in early motherhood,” she said. “But I knew there was this online community with babies that were posting pictures and it was kind of fun to get to know people that way.” So she started following moms who were posting family-related content online and eventually began posting some of her own. She was surprised to find how much she enjoyed Instagram as a creative outlet. “It was originally motivated by the social aspect, but over time I became even more motivated by the creativity and the art and photos involved. I wanted to have a project that I owned and had full control over,” she says.
WHAT ARE YOU UP TO?
Four in ten mothers on pause are engaged in an activity outside the home, according to the AMP survey. There’s no one best way to spend your time outside of the home, but here’s a look at where the moms we heard from are dedicating their time:
Volunteering at school: 37 percent
Working on a side business: 19 percent
Taking a class to learn a new skill or hobby: 17 percent
Volunteering for a charity: 16 percent
Taking a class to receive a certification: 9 percent
A Marathon, Not a Sprint
When I ask women in our community when they make time for their side projects, those with school-aged kids usually say they take advantage of the quiet daytime hours. Those with younger kids say they take advantage of early mornings, nap times, or even after the bedtime hours. I remember those days. I would wait for my kids to fall asleep and then do an hour of writing while also kind of watching Homeland with my husband. It can feel like you’re doing it all and yet moving so slowly. It was frustrating, because I felt like I would never be able to make this thing I truly cared about as big as I wanted it to be at the pace that I was moving. I had limited time allotted for this project, so I couldn’t move fast.
In your “before” times, back when you had no kids, you may have gotten used to pouring hours into activities or projects you were passionate about, both personally and professionally. We’ve been told the story of the tortoise and the hare since childhood—“slow and steady wins the race”—but the reality is that today’s work culture often rewards speed and efficiency. And yet, time is a finite resource. If you have intentionally taken a pause to stay at home, your hours for self-development will be limited. You simply do not have many extra moments to dedicate to extracurriculars, and you very likely don’t want to give these activities more than a small window each day. After all, the AMP survey found that what stay-at-home mothers enjoy most about their pause is spending time with their kids and watching them grow. I wasn’t willing to shift gears away from being with my kids when I first had the idea for Mother Untitled, so I had to accept (though somewhat begrudgingly) that planting the seeds would be the first step and it would take a while. I could launch a social media account or create blog content; I couldn’t host events or do speaking engagements. At least not yet.
None of this means you shouldn’t embark on activities dedicated to self-growth, only that it’s important to make peace with the time you can allot to it and to be realistic about what’s possible to get done in that time. The good news is that experts say you don’t need endless hours of free time to make your self-development time worthwhile. “You don’t need to think of it as a huge step like signing up for grad school,” says Dara Astmann, a career coach specifically focused on moms figuring out their next step. “You can start by simply having a conversation with someone who’s in the industry you’re interested in, or by watching a YouTube or Coursera class. Try something that’s easier to take on and try out in the limited time you have.”
Julie Morgenstern says you should think of your time as twenty-minute units—dedicating one or two units, ideally daily, to whatever self-development you choose. Research backs up the idea of twenty-minute windows. Studies have shown that twenty minutes per day of exercise, meditation, reading, or making art can all have significant positive impacts on health and happiness. There’s no harm in taking more time if you have it, but know that it’s not three hours or nothing.
Chelsea Weissbaum, an artist and mother of twins, puts her kids down for a nap each afternoon and then walks straight into her painting studio and sets her kitchen timer for thirty-five minutes. This same approach can be taken for any hobby or self-help. While in-person classes are probably more time-consuming, a single MasterClass lesson (each course is about twenty lessons) is only ten minutes. You’d be surprised how much you can get done in a short window.
If you’re still tempted to throw up your hands and forgo the idea of personal growth until you have more time, remember the word that Jill Elliott told me is the secret to self-development: habitualizing. Taking small windows, regularly, will have a more significant payoff than using a big chunk of time only once in a while. “As you start any new habit, beginning in small doses at a consistent time of day helps the habit to stick. For me, that means working in short creative bursts alongside my morning coffee. Ten to fifteen minutes only, before the rest of my house is awake and needing me. Tying my creativity to my morning caffeine ties a new habit to a well-established one, ensuring that I make it happen.” Start small, she says, with something doable. “You’ll likely find the benefits and fun from this little sliver of time so rewarding that you’ll start to sneak in a few extra minutes each day.”
Just Do It
Ever since I came across my first Scholastic bookfair catalog and then graduated to YM and Cosmo, I was hooked on magazines. I stashed clippings and made collages for my teen bedroom wall. Yelp, Pinterest, Tumblr—if there was a platform dedicated to content and creation, I was the first one on. A combination of pictures, words, women, and deep thinking—that was my happy place. I’d gotten some of that from my work in advertising, but oftentimes the joy of play gave way to PowerPoints and data reporting, which didn’t exactly fill my cup. For years, I’d wanted to work with content, but I was on the brand marketing path, and no matter how hard I tried to weave content into the job description, it never really happened for me in my professional world. Eventually I accepted that women’s lifestyle content might be my leisure interest, but it was never going to be my career calling.
When I stepped into mostly motherhood, I let myself scour the internet and blogs and women-focused communities again. The urge to try my hand at content came back, and this time I had a topic I was eager to write about. And so I went out on that limb and started a blog. I had plenty of nerves and not a small bit of embarrassment (Who did I think I was to be blogging? I didn’t have a platform; I wasn’t a respected “thinker” on topics about motherhood), and I could have listed about a thousand reasons why I should have stuck to what I knew. Including, but certainly not limited to, the fact that the endeavor didn’t come with any clear path to making money. But I was excited again, and that had to be worth something.
As I mentioned earlier, some people totally understood my blog. Most did not. When people asked, “So, what is it exactly? How will you make a profit?” I answered honestly: “It’s a project right now. It doesn’t pay, but I’m enjoying it.”
Side projects are quite often diminished. It’s all too easy to internalize the cultural narrative that unless something is making money it doesn’t have value. But if you’ve learned one thing in the chapters leading up to this one, I hope it’s that some of the most profound and life-altering work can be unpaid. That includes creative projects, volunteering, and hobbies, because they all have long-term potential—professionally and personally. So rather than wait until the financial upside is clear or until you can do something all out, make like Nike and, yes, just do it.
Consider Christine Merritt, who took a break from her career in tech after having twins and moved to Austin, Texas, when her kids were eight years old. “When we moved to Austin, I started hearing a lot of country music, and I really took to it; I liked the element of storytelling and the fact that you could hear a complete beginning, middle, and end in a song,” she says. Merritt had no musical background—she never played a musical instrument or sang in a choir or performed in any way—but she couldn’t help but notice her newfound appreciation for country music. She’d always liked going to concerts, but this felt different. She could tell there was a seed being planted. Then, one evening after kissing her son goodnight, she noticed that he was rubbing his cheek. “It looked like he was rubbing my kiss off because he’s too old. And I didn’t say anything about it, but I must have had a wistful look in my eye, like ‘Oh, sad, he’s gotten too old for this,’ because when I got up to leave the room he said, ‘Mom, I wasn’t rubbing it off. I was rubbing it in.’ ” To Merritt, it was the perfect country lyric.
So, on a whim, she wrote a song, “The next day, I don’t even know how it happened, I sat down at my husband’s desk and wrote about a child looking backward at his mom on his wedding day,” Merritt says. “It just came out and I was like, I can hear this song in my head, but I don’t know what to do with it.” Had Merritt listened to the myriad of seemingly reasonable doubts she had, she might never have taken pen to paper. First of all, she was a techie, not a songwriter. Then there was the fact that she didn’t sing or play an instrument, so she didn’t even know what to do with a song once it was written. Not to mention the question of…why? There are a zillion songwriters in the world, she knew, and it could have felt presumptuous to think that she could join their ranks or that anyone would be interested in the song she wanted to write. If she had not been on a pause, she might have shooed away the urge to write entirely, if for no other reason than there wasn’t time for trying something so brand-new. But rather than succumb to her own insecurities and doubts, or letting the urge pass because there simply wasn’t space to try, Merritt wrote lyrics.
As soon as the song was written, Merritt could hear it in her head. A male country vocal, a tune she could hum but not compose. With one quick google, she found a website where you can hire someone to sing a song you write. She connected with a male country vocalist and told him her vision. “A few days later he sent me a recording of him playing guitar and singing the song I wrote, and I had tears streaming down my face,” she says. “My life changed forever in that moment.”
In the time since, Merritt has immersed herself in getting a songwriting education. She joined an online songwriting community, hired a songwriting coach, took an online course, and even went to a retreat in Nashville to collaborate with other songwriters and vocalists. Today, she is working toward getting a second college degree, this one in songwriting.
Your passion project may not come pouring out of you in some grand, life-altering moment like it did for Merritt. But if you notice an inkling of interest or curiosity around a topic or an activity, or a desire to learn more, do yourself a favor and listen to it. Whether you’ve always wanted to see if your secret business idea could get off the ground, or you’re curious to revisit the instrument you played in high school, or you’ve always wondered if you’d be any good at speaking a second language, now is the time. There’s something about picking up a new skill in your thirties and forties that feels refreshing instead of intimidating—probably because it’s easier to see now that no one is really watching or judging, and those who are generally are rooting for your success. You can always second-guess yourself later, or decide it’s not for you, but if you don’t nurture that tiny flame of curiosity, you’ll never find out if it could grow into a fiery passion.
Beware of Imposter Syndrome
Imposter syndrome—that nagging voice in your head that might insist you don’t deserve whatever success comes your way—can sow seeds of doubt whenever you start something new. Whether you’re a novice nutritionist, coach, artist, writer, consultant, designer, winemaker, or community soccer coach, there is the inevitable question of “Am I trained enough?” You may worry that the answer is no, or that you’ll be found out or discounted. If you notice these thoughts, know you’re in good company. A study from the consulting firm KPMG found that 75 percent of female executives across various industries have experienced imposter syndrome at some point in their careers. And the truth is that no matter what you take on—especially if it’s something relatively new to you—there will always be someone more qualified or more experienced. But as I tell my kids when they’re bickering over who got the bigger dessert: only worry about yourself. It doesn’t matter if someone else has years of experience on you, as long as you’re learning and growing.
Merritt says she was plagued with imposter syndrome when she started songwriting. “I had a self-defeating dialogue in my head when I started,” she says. So she decided to hold herself accountable to a learning schedule. That way, no one could claim she wasn’t putting in the work. “I just keep chipping away at this, totally on my own time. Sure, there was this initial creative gift that just came out of me, but I work at it constantly and cowrite with someone new every weekday. Education and collaboration are two things that definitely keep me going.”
Remember, there’s room for more than one success story in any area of personal development. Someone else can be deserving of success, and you can too…at the same time. If you’re showing up and putting in the hours—at whatever your passion—then you belong there. But if you can’t shake the feeling that you somehow slipped through the cracks, remember this: recognizing your imposter syndrome is the first step toward eradicating it. “Seeing that the fear is what’s holding you back is really helpful in dissolving that fear,” says Amri Kibbler.
Make School Volunteering Work for You
I recently declared that I would no longer volunteer at school functions unless my husband does too, and then promptly signed him up to be a tour guide for prospective families at our kids’ elementary school. He’s a good sport and funny and charismatic, so he was a big hit on the tour circuit, but my point was made nonetheless (at least in my own household): when it comes to volunteering for kid-related activities, women are expected to take on a disproportionate load. This is true even if both parents have plenty of other responsibilities vying for their time. Research bears this out, though if you’ve ever been to a school function with parent volunteers you probably don’t need a study to convince you. But while I absolutely believe that dads are as valuable to the classroom volunteer circuit as moms and are just as equipped to chaperone a museum field trip or lead a craft station at the class Halloween party (and I’ll stand on that soapbox for years if I have to), that doesn’t mean that moms shouldn’t volunteer. Contributing your time to your kids’ school while on a career pause has significant merit and can be a great launching pad for personal development…as long as it’s done strategically.
If one of your parenting goals is to model for your kids what it looks like to be a good school or local citizen, volunteering—in the classroom, on a school committee, as a coach, or at an event—is a great way to do it. When I was on a full career pause, I was the school liaison to a charitable organization with whom we partnered on a semiannual basis. On the day I lugged a giant bag of toys three blocks from the school to the neighborhood holiday donation drive, my three-year-old thought I was the most important person on the planet. If you want to strengthen relationships with certain people in the community—administrators, teachers, or specific other parents—scanning the sign-up sheets for those names and volunteering for the same activities can certainly foster those relationships.
Volunteering—at school, but really anywhere—can also be an exercise in experimentation when it comes to personal development. If you are trying to expand your skill set or try out different interests, there are usually opportunities to get involved in various capacities and at different commitment levels. Megan Martin Strickland told me about a client—a stay-at-home mom for seven years—who spent years trying out different volunteer roles within her children’s school. Eventually, she found her way to running the school fundraiser. “She helped with the annual gala, which raised a significant amount of money each year, and she worked with vendors across the board for every part of the event,” Strickland says. When this client was ready to return to work, “we helped her position her school experience within her résumé so she got a job as an in-house event planner.”
Kristin Rumpf, a mom of two teenagers in El Paso, Texas, and a former NASA engineer, wasn’t looking to build a specific new skill set when she joined the school PTA. She just wanted experience working with people who weren’t in her NASA world. “I jumped into the PTA so I could get in touch with the community and meet businesses and expand my horizons beyond my little engineering window,” she says. Doing work with people with new backgrounds helped her expand her interpersonal skills and think bigger in terms of where she could focus when she was ready to press play on her career.
Almost across the board, schools welcome parent contribution. They need help raising money, facilitating communications, running reading groups, liaising with the school board or other local government organizations, organizing athletic activities, working backstage for the school play, and on and on and on. If there is something you want to try, even if there isn’t a pre-existing volunteer opportunity, there’s a good chance you can reach out and create one. And because it’s free labor, you’ll probably need to make a smaller time commitment than work you’d do for pay. Opportunities could be every week, but if all you can promise is once a month or once a quarter, that will probably work too. The important thing is that whatever you’ve always been curious about—planting the school garden or working the book fair or being a treasurer or secretary of a committee—now’s your chance.
While school might be the easiest place to volunteer since you’re already sending a child (or children) there, there are endless organizations, online and in person, where you could offer your time. Jacqui Ivey stepped down from her job as a teacher after having her kids, so rather than volunteer at school she chose to give her time to the kid ministry at her church. “I loved feeling a part of something that was bigger than me,” she says. She started by volunteering on Sundays, but as time went on, she got invited into leadership roles and eventually into a staff position. Ali Webbinaro paused her full-time career after having kids but wanted to participate in some activity that would give her professional purpose and personal development, so she applied to join the board of her local co-op health food store. The meetings were one Thursday a month, after her kids were asleep. “I thought it would get me into a different frame of mind—that I could use my human resource experience and my organizational management experience and do something good for my community,” she says. Webbinaro ended up enjoying it enough that she wanted to get more involved locally. She joined the local planning board, and then the League of Women Voters, and ended up cofounding a market featuring farm-grown or hand-made goods from local vendors in her area. “All those things were a reminder that I’m not just Izzy and Zach’s mom. It made me feel like I’m doing something good for my brain and my body, and I’m showing my kids that I’m still out there participating in really important stuff.”
So why do I say you should volunteer strategically? To start, the hope is that you are doing it out of interest or curiosity, not obligation. Strickland says her clients often admit they give their time to the school because they think they should, not because they want to. “I hear from women, ‘Well, I’m not working, and I feel all this guilt to be there for my kids and volunteer,’ so they’re in the classroom, they’re getting their hands dirty, they’re on the board with sometimes the most efficient meetings I’ve ever been a part of, but they feel like they have no time to themselves,” she says. This is not the goal! You didn’t stop working for pay so that you can work for your kids’ school for free, unless that’s how you enjoy spending your time. “I tell these moms, figure out what you actually like, and do that. If it’s volunteering for story time, then maybe when your kids are older you can work at a nonprofit and do literacy training.”
Before signing up for anything, you should also consider how much time you have available to you and what you are getting in exchange. Yes, it’s volunteering, but you’re still trading resources. The school or community organization you’re volunteering for is offering you purpose, companionship, or newfound marketable skills, but you are offering them your existing skills and the hours of your day. That is a very valuable resource.
HOW SELF-HELP CAN SERVE YOUR RETURN TO WORK (IF YOU SO CHOOSE)
I mentioned earlier that personal development comes in many forms: hobbies, passion projects, learning and courses, volunteer work, and self-help. It may seem obvious how the first four can help keep you sharp and connected should you choose to unpause your professional life. But the self-help aspect—the therapy or other emotional and physical work you do to stay healthy and feel your best—might not seem as clearly connected. It’s important to remember that even if you eventually decide to return to the exact same industry you left, you are a different person after becoming a parent. Your priorities have likely changed, and maybe the way you view the world has changed too.
It can be hard to manage other people’s expectations when they’ve only known you as your pre-child self. Ali Webbinaro says that the self-work she did during her pause helped her set new professional boundaries when she decided to go back to work. “I had done enough work on myself to know that I wasn’t going to take the work stress home in the same way anymore,” she says. “A big thing I was working on was control of myself and of my body, and now I’m more grounded and I have a lot more confidence in my ability to handle challenging moments and my ability to be in the workforce while still doing what is right for me and my family.”
Parenting IS Personal Development
If you’re still early in your pause, or even still considering your pause, self-development may be far from your mind. You may want nothing more than time with your kids and a break from the work grind, or maybe you just don’t have the capacity for anything more than parenting. Been there. But what I’ve found is that those low-bandwidth moments actually accelerate growth. I end up doing deeper inner work in those times because so much is being asked of me. After all, I was never challenged to work on patience in the office. No one was pulling at my emotional heartstrings during our Monday-morning conferences, so I always considered myself pretty calm even in times of office chaos.
When I became a parent, I had to reassess myself. Was I really so calm and patient? Maybe not, but as mom of two Jacqui Ivey reminded me, “When it comes to parenting and the areas where you need to grow…well, you will either recognize them and improve, or they’ll wreck you. You can’t hide because kids bring it all out.” The upside is that the parenting moments that demand a lot of us also build a lot in us. So before you chastise yourself for not working on yourself more, know that just by showing up for your kids, you are developing a new, stronger self. The work is happening, whether you know it or not.
Today’s generation of parents are often referred to as “cycle breakers.” It’s a term coined by psychologists to refer to the conscious parenting work required to raise a cohort of kids that is softer and safer, and whose feelings are well tended to. Cycle breaking is about changing multigenerational patterns, so that the way you were raised isn’t automatically the way your children are raised. It involves rewriting reactive patterns and actively separating your own ego from, say, your child’s temper tantrum, so that you can sit there and hold space for their meltdown rather than losing your cool at the irrationality of it all. It’s exhausting and it’s real work—and it results in skills that will absolutely translate, should you decide to return to work.
During her time navigating the Trump administration, Nancy Pelosi once said that nothing trained her better for handling tantrums than parenting. She has since called motherhood the ultimate leadership training ground. The job search site Indeed even has a bucket for “caregiver skills” that includes effective communication, empathy, flexibility, time management, organization, and observation. I would add patience, creativity, and attunement.
Add to that the fact that today’s parents are constantly presented with content encouraging us to get introspective about how we raise our kids. It’s been said that millennial parents spend $231.6 million on parenting books and $141 million on parenting apps a year. In our work to grow as parents, we are working to grow as people. So even if you aren’t intentionally doing personal development work, if you aren’t focused on a specific hobby or passion project, you are still building practical skills and soft skills that will be applicable in your next phase.
Tovah Klein says the skills you develop as a primary parent, both the emotional and practical ones, are a clear result of the management work required to run a family. “Organizing a house, even at the most minimal level, means having enough toilet paper on hand and keeping an eye on the clothes that each child has outgrown,” she says. “But then there’s the management required when paying attention to, say, what does my child need emotionally? I think we underplay that. Mothers pay such close attention to the developmental trajectory of their kids, and if there’s anything that’s needed in leadership, it’s that level of nuance. If you’re leading a team, what each team member needs to be successful is slightly different. There’s the common goal of the team, but each person is going to contribute something unique and have different needs at different times. The ability to recognize that is being developed every day when raising children.”
And this is true throughout your kids’ upbringing, not just when they are babies needing constant care or toddlers who require patience in the face of a tantrum. “You know how when your kids are born, it’s as if you are reborn?” Lizzie Assa, founder of the Workspace for Children, asked me. “I feel like now, as a parent of teens, I’m in a whole new realm. I feel like I’m having this rebirth of learning how to show up in parenting and, similarly, how to show up in life.”
Power Practice: Getting Personal
This chapter looked at personal development and the various ways we can expand ourselves during a career pause. It offered guidance for finding what type of development is compelling to you, how to get started, and why you shouldn’t fret if you can’t stomach this additional work right now. Even if you’re not yet ready to pursue any hobbies or side projects or learning opportunities, identifying what interests you is a worthwhile endeavor. Use this worksheet to home in on what piques your curiosity and sparks your joy, so you know where to start when the time comes.
What podcasts do you listen to most frequently? What category of nonfiction books do you read? Is there another type of content you particularly enjoy?
What are the social media accounts you tend to linger on?
When you have five to ten minutes to kill, what do you do?
What hobbies did you have as a child or a teenager? Which were you most passionate about?
What, if anything, do your answers to the previous questions have in common? If they seem to have nothing in common, can you imagine a way you could connect them?
What is one project or task you tackled in the past year that you were most excited about or proud of? Was there anything you were surprised to enjoy?
How could you create more of these experiences in the next six months? The next year?
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Put Your Pause in Your Career Portfolio and Return to Paid Work (If You Want!)
FALSE BELIEF
A gap in my résumé is a major red flag to future employers.
NEW NARRATIVE
Primary parenthood is not a résumé gap. It’s a chapter in which I shifted my priorities to grow and learn in new ways.
I’M WRITING THIS final chapter in the fall, about a month into the school year. For the first time, my kids are both in school all day, and at the same place. Bodie is in second grade, and Lyla is in pre-K. Getting two kids out of the house each morning and leaving them in the care of their elementary school teachers from eight thirty to three has been a big (exciting! but also nerve-racking!) transition, and it’s one that has prompted me, again, to reevaluate my goals, rhythms, and childcare. Because the children are in school, and because I discovered a new professional passion during my pause, I have ramped up my career. Today, I work Monday through Thursday from nine to four thirty (we have an after-school babysitter for ten to fifteen hours a week), and on Fridays until two p.m., at which point I log off and head to school pickup.
Transitioning back to work has felt just as complicated and fraught with emotion as the decision to pause my professional career. I feel simultaneously ready for this next step and grief-ridden that I’m no longer fully present and available for my family. When people ask me what I do, I once again find myself stumbling over my words, but this time it’s because I’ve gotten used to saying, “I’m mostly at home with my kids.” Those moments when I’m tongue-tied are a helpful reminder that we can redefine our identities as often as we want, and that we will quickly get used to whatever becomes our new normal. Parents, and humans, are always evolving, and thank goodness for that.
The passage of time is one thing we have no control over. The circumstances that led to your pause will change, because if nothing else, your kids will grow. They say the days are long but the years are short, and it’s true—the years when you and your kids are both at home full-time will seem to have come and gone quickly once you’re on the other side. If you took your pause at a different time, maybe when your kids were in middle or high school, because that’s when you felt an urge to be more present for the family, well, I hear those years fly by too. The impetus for your pause doesn’t particularly matter; the point is that parenting situations evolve, and whatever factors led you to take a break will change over time. And whether your kids are going to school for the first time or graduating, none of it means you need to reenter the workforce. But these moments do provide a good opportunity to take stock of how you spend your days and decide if you are as fulfilled as you want to be. They are a chance to consider your next phase, whatever that may look like.
What Do You Want?
Mothers often tell me that when their youngest child heads to kindergarten, they feel an enormous societal pressure to get back to work. There’s this sense that without a child by their side from nine to three, they have no “excuse” not to be working. But let’s be honest, between the sick days, holidays, the family administration, and all the school emails, being a primary parent with school-age children is still a full-time job with little margin to take care of yourself. And if you do want to return to some version of working outside the home, rushing into it without careful consideration of your new professional life runs counter to all the important self-work you’ve done during this phase. Pausing your career is not like pausing a Netflix show—the goal is not to eventually press play and pick up right where you left off, as if no time has passed. If you do start again, the goal is to do so with more knowledge about yourself, your values, and your priorities, which will hopefully inform the choices you make about how, where, and when to work.
On the day that you send your child into the big-kid classroom for the first time (and post your obligatory but adorable first-day-of-school photo), you may find that you’ve been so preoccupied with getting to this moment that you’ve given no thought to what you’ll do next. That’s totally fair. And normal. In 2021, I rolled out an offering on Mother Untitled called M.U. Mentors. It was a roster of women who had taken their own career pauses and established themselves in a variety of fields, and now they were offering advice to the stay-at-home moms coming up behind them. I had a range of professionals, from a marketing expert who could speak about freelancing to a nutritionist for interested moms to start learning about careers in dietary health, but the single most booked resource was our return-to-work coach, Megan Martin Strickland, who advises women on navigating careers and motherhood. It became clear to me that when women start thinking about returning to work, many of them still need clarity on what they want to do, or what they want this next iteration to look like.
So, first things first, if you don’t feel excited about work and you don’t need to jump back in for financial reasons, take the time to explore. Allow yourself a minute to get your bearings. Returning to work is a bold decision, and you need to know what you want to optimize for right now: Is it meaningful work, in which case maybe you need additional time to do the personal exploration required to figure out what lights you up? Or is it getting back to a regular paycheck, in which case you might be willing to trade on the perfect employer to find a gig that fits your lifestyle? Just as you probably didn’t jump into a pause overnight, you shouldn’t jump back into work without doing so thoughtfully. Anna McKay, founder of Parents Pivot, a training and coaching company that specializes in parents who are reentering the workforce, notes that while we all operate on our own timetables, six months to a year is a reasonable window for identifying the right next steps.
Once you’ve done that, the odds are that you’ll decide to relaunch your professional career in some fashion. Roughly 80 percent of parents currently on career breaks for childcare reasons are interested in returning to work, and companies are eager to meet these candidates. About a third of Fortune 50 companies now have return-to-work programs for midcareer professionals, and according to a LinkedIn survey of workers and hiring managers, about half of employers believe candidates with career breaks are an untapped talent pool. But what parents want out of work is often different than what they wanted pre-kids, and pay isn’t always the highest priority. The AMP survey revealed that the majority of mothers seeking to return valued flexibility and less stress above all else. Of those who said they were ready to explore reentry, flexibility was the most-cited consideration (a full 85 percent of mothers flagged it), followed by the stress level of the role (74 percent). Only then did salary make the list (71 percent).
One factor that fell toward the bottom of the list: job title. A mere 21 percent of returners ranked job titles as extremely or very important to them, and that stat matters. You might remember from chapter 1 how important titles in the workplace have been, historically, to women in particular. I was absolutely one of those women—reveling in my appointment as a digital strategist at an ad agency, and later, as a brand director at a start-up. I was eager to put the new titles on my résumé as soon as possible. Marissa Mast, a mom of two young children in Phoenix, Arizona, and formerly in marketing at a big tech company, felt similarly. “For so many of us growing up, it was cool to be the ‘girl boss’ and, thus, a workaholic,” she says. “And then you realize, not only is that not sustainable, but that’s actually not what you want for your life right now.” What she wants now, she says, is a company that will respect her out-of-office message when she’s taking days off. “I used to be the person that worked during every ‘out of office.’ Now I know I was setting a bad standard for my team in doing that. I think once you have kids you realize so much about what’s really important, and how to make work be just work, and not your whole identity.”
Bettina Cisneros is another mom who figured out what she wanted by realizing, first, what she didn’t. “I had spent most of my career in start-ups, and in those jobs you often feel like the whole world is on your shoulders,” she says. “I wanted to go to a place where I wouldn’t feel like the sky was falling if I went to a parent-teacher conference in the middle of the day.” She ended up returning to a large, established organization so she wouldn’t feel the singular burden of holding up an entire department.
These culture questions are important, but you should also consider content. What do you actually want to do? McKay says the first step is to look at how you spent your time during your break, when you weren’t getting paid. “When we make choices about where to spend our time that isn’t financially motivated, we gravitate toward things we are naturally interested in,” she says. “One of my clients was really interested in operations and logistics—she set up a whole bus schedule in her neighborhood because it didn’t have a busing system yet for her kids’ school. She really enjoyed navigating those kinds of logistics and she ended up going into a project manager role for a marketing firm. Looking at those seeds of how you choose to spend your time can tell you a lot about what you might want to do for paid work.”
If you know you want to return to work but aren’t sure in what context, you might want to test the waters with a temporary solution. If you were once a teacher but you’re not sure you want to go back full-time, a baby step might be working as a sub, or as a subject specialist, where you aren’t necessarily needed five full days a week. Contract, freelance, or consulting projects can be a stepping stone for moms who once worked in corporate America. The marketing consulting work I did early in my pause was helpful in providing income, but it also taught me that I didn’t want traditional marketing roles any longer. Starting full-time employment takes a tremendous amount of effort, and once you do you might feel compelled to stick it out for at least a year, so experimenting with shorter-term commitments can uncover valuable information about what you do, and absolutely do not, want.
After all this soul-searching, you may decide that you’re not ready to return to work. Or that you simply don’t want to. Too many women feel pressure to return to work because their kids are out of the house during the day, but parenting is demanding no matter what stage your kids are in. “My husband and I just recently had a conversation about my returning to work full-time, and we ultimately decided it wasn’t right for this moment,” says Zara Hanawalt. “I don’t know if that’s ever going to be something I want to do again. Having ownership over my schedule and my time is really valuable to me, and I think that will be the case even once my kids are in school all day every day…even when they are driving themselves to school. I like to have that time to focus on the home.”
During my interviews for this book, as well as the countless interviews I’ve done to help build the Mother Untitled community, I’ve spoken to women who downshifted their paid work to make space for family life when their children were babies, toddlers, tweens, teens, or applying for college. Every stage is unique, every family is unique. There is no one path or setup that makes sense. And if you’ve learned anything during your personal pause, I hope it’s that your career doesn’t need to follow anyone else’s timetable. Taking more time to focus on day-to-day caregiving and keeping yourself strong and healthy alongside your family is a modern and ambitious choice. Navigating the onslaught of new experiences as your children grow takes tremendous work and inevitably involves expanding your network, sense of self, and purpose. So if you’ve gotten to this final chapter only to realize, “Hey, I don’t want to return after all,” consider that a win. You’ve zeroed in on what you want, and what’s best for your family, and gaining that knowledge is why we’re here.
Telling Your Story
Nearly 70 percent of U.S. workers have an employment gap on their résumé. If you’re looking for a job and feeling anxious about the years that your résumé doesn’t account for, know that you’re not alone.
In its survey of employees and managers, LinkedIn found that 56 percent of workers said they acquired new skills and sharpened old ones during their professional break. More than half of the women surveyed said they are better at their jobs now than they were before their pause. Still, we have a ways to go before we can rely on employers to perceive gaps in work history as a training ground for future positions. And that’s especially the case when you take your pause for the purpose of raising a family. A survey from job search company Indeed found that nearly three-quarters of stay-at-home moms reported encountering bias in the hiring process as a result of their choice to take a break. The LinkedIn survey found that 20 percent of hiring managers will reject a candidate when they see a career gap.
But your story is yours to tell, and if you have the scripts and the language to speak to your pause with authority and confidence, you can help hiring managers recognize a pause for what it is: a detour off the traditional path that comes with its own set of additive skills, not a mindless vacation where your professional abilities atrophy.
If you’ve learned anything from these pages, I hope it’s that there’s no shame in taking a break. It’s a source of power, and I hope it’s a point of pride for you. If so, communicate that. Address your break head-on, and resist any temptation to brush it under the rug. “When I interviewed for jobs, I told people that every change I’ve made is intentional,” says Nina Lai, a corporate communications professional who took a three-year career break before returning to a full-time C-suite role at consumer electronics company Lenovo. “This was true of every role and every industry I’ve moved to, and the same applied to when I took time to pause and take care of family. There, I was doing the role of ten different people, so I put it in a business context: I was running from the receptionist all the way up to the CEO, and there were all these decisions I had to make on a daily basis,” she says.
There’s a reason you paused, and you have new tools as a result, but it’s your responsibility to share that in job interviews, just as it would be up to any candidate to explain how their current job has equipped them for the next one. Don’t avoid the topic and get angry that a potential employer doesn’t see the value in it. If your career path seems nontraditional, “a hiring committee is not going to connect the dots for you, you have to do it for them,” says futurist and “change navigator” April Rinne. “When you do that and tell your story, and go to the effort to create what I call your ‘portfolio narrative,’ you can wow them to such a degree that no person on a ladder is ever going to be able to.” By simply giving context to your break, you are already improving your odds. The LinkedIn survey found that 51 percent of employers are more likely to call a candidate back once they know the why of their career pause.
But telling your story is not a matter of justifying your time away. It’s about positioning those years as the value add they are. Research conducted at the Rutgers Center for Women in Business found that employees who have worked as unpaid caregivers bring meaningful skills to the workplace that “positively impact culture, retention, and ultimately the bottom line,” according to the Harvard Business Review. These skills include empathy, efficiency, persistence, ability to prioritize tasks, patience, anticipating needs, multitasking, and more. The authors assigned the skills to three buckets: humanity, productivity, and “cognitivity,” which describes “the wide range of mental and emotional work necessary for the organization to maintain culture, connect people, and ensure smooth operations.” The bottom line of their research: these are the very skills that companies need. When sharing your story of your time at home, don’t be modest. Lean into these all-too-rare abilities and how they can positively impact your work performance.
How you craft your story will shift depending on the work you’re pursuing. If you’re returning to the field in which you previously worked, your work experience is still relevant and didn’t evaporate just because you stepped away for a period. Don’t shrug off the years you put in as if they were a lifetime ago (even if it feels that way). Your story should also include your efforts to stay on top of changes in your field, as well as the ways in which your newfound skills will enhance the work you did before. If you’re pivoting into something new, identify what skills from your previous employment translate well and then identify the experiences you’ve had, in volunteering, parenting, side projects, or helping friends, that lend themselves to your new pursuit.
I’m not going to lie—heading back into a job search can feel intimidating. When I began to increase my work hours, I periodically found myself in rooms of women who’d never left the workforce. They had the big titles I once dreamed about, and there were times when I wanted to cower in a corner rather than remind people of all the ways my toolbox grew as a stay-at-home mother. But that’s going to happen to anyone in the throes of a job search, and I quickly learned that positioning myself with confidence in those spaces required highlighting my clear growth path and the full picture of what my years at home looked like.
That full picture is what April Rinne is referring to when she plugs the “portfolio narrative.” You might remember from chapter 1 that she emphasizes having not just a résumé but a full portfolio, which includes the kind of skills that speak to your qualifications and abilities as a worker that might not be included in a traditional CV. “When you zoom out, you see that you’re actually a bunch of things that you do and are committed to, like the service or the sports or community engagements you might not typically include. What those things demonstrate is that you show up and practice at something every single week. You’ve got discipline, you’ve got commitment, you’ve got community.”
Should You Include Your Pause on Your Résumé?
Yes, and.
Yes, you should account for the years when you were not at a traditional employer and call the break what it was. Chinue Richardson, whose story you heard in chapter 3 and who worked at a law firm before her career break and now works as in-house counsel at a financial services tech company, was advised by an HR professional early in her search to clearly call out her pause. “I wrote ‘career sabbatical to care for children,’ ” she says. “The minute I included that, I got so much more interest in my résumé. I included bullet points just like I did for my other jobs: I was caring for a four-year-old and a six-month-old and I highlighted some of my responsibilities. One hiring manager I spoke to said, ‘I was so happy to see that on your résumé.’ Putting it on there conveyed a sense of importance of that role…because it is very important. It came off as, ‘I’m proud to have done this work,’ which I was, and I am. I think people respect it if you respect it.”
And, you should add all the sub-bullets and details of any projects you did or experience you gained during your pause. If you advised a friend’s company, add it. If, for example, you volunteered to chair your kids’ school’s Family Education Forum (it’s me, I did that), then include the full requirements of that experience, including recruiting, communications, and organization. If you did work for the PTA or led a school committee, that should go on the résumé too. And if you’re reading this and thinking “But I didn’t do any of that,” that’s fine. Leading a home is work enough, and there’s plenty to fill up some sub-bullets when you stop and consider the workload.
Did you run a parent committee at your child’s school? If so, consider language like…
Lead, Parent Committee | Led committee of 20+ fellow parents dedicated to enhancing student learning outcomes; pitched new classroom technologies, implemented monthly guest speaker program, and streamlined process for receiving special education services.
Did you help your neighborhood association? If so, consider language like…
Planning Board Member, ABC Association | Collaborated with local leaders to identify key initiatives to improve the quality of the community, managed budgeting review, led annual planning meeting, researched and presented an implementation plan for series of infrastructure improvements.
Here’s how Kristin Rumpf, the former NASA engineer who took a twelve-year pause, accounted for her break on LinkedIn:
STAY-AT-HOME PARENT
Rumpf Household · Full-time
For the past 12 years, I have served as a full time parent and primary caregiver to my 2 children. I have had primary household management responsibilities, including managing family schedules, meal planning and preparation of meals, handling medical issues, household tasks such as cleaning, maintenance and repairs, budgeting and financial management, transportation, and any other duties that arose. During these years, I have also served in a variety of volunteer activities, which have helped me develop a number of skills. I have served as a Girl Scout troop leader, where I was responsible for planning group activities, managing requirements, and group fundraising activities. I also serve [as] membership manager for a Cub Scout pack, where I manage group training requirements and update the troop roster and membership details. I have served in a variety of roles in our local PTA. I have served as communications coordinator where I coordinated the weekly newsletter, PTA website, and Facebook pages. I have served as PTA Secretary, worked on various fundraising activities, and served as special projects chair where I organized a family picnic for 700+ families and managed the fundraising and installation of a sound system for the school cafeteria. I helped to found a new chapter of MOPS (Mothers of Preschoolers), where I served as a group leader, ran fundraisers and served as member care coordinator to provide meals and other services to group members. Through these activities, I have learned a variety of relevant skills, including multitasking, organization, communication, delegating, budgeting, conflict resolution, group management, collaboration, and coordination of multiple variables.
What Might Your Return to Work Look Like?
There are many different ways to shift out of a career pause. Sure, you can return to traditional full-time employment, but today’s workforce offers more creative solutions than ever before. You could work part-time or freelance or full-time from home. You could do a job share (where you and another employee split days or workload to account for one full-time job) or launch an entrepreneurial endeavor. Companies are increasingly offering options that may be more appealing than full time to employees who bring a lot to the table. Johnson & Johnson, Costco, JPMorgan Chase, and Boston Consulting Group are just some of the companies offering benefits, including health insurance, to part-time workers, according to the Harvard Business Review. Some companies offer “returnships,” two- to six-month internships that offer training and mentorship, usually with a path to full-time employment on the other side.
In polling the Mother Untitled community, I’ve found that freelance, consulting, contract, and other flexible work are especially popular return options. It makes sense. It’s hard to go from being the master of your daily schedule to adhering to a hard-and-fast office clock. But all work options have drawbacks, and it’s important to understand what you’re giving up if you choose to forgo a full-time gig. It will probably come as no surprise that the biggest draws of salaried work are benefits (health insurance, 401(k), paid time off) and a steady paycheck. If you have a partner who has already been carrying the family on their health insurance, this may not be an issue, but for many workers, good health insurance is crucial. And getting paid even on the days when you’re home with a sick kid, or maybe even on spring break, is no small thing.
Even still, the lure of working for yourself, and on your own schedule, can be hard to resist. The U.S. freelance market is growing at a rapid rate—the number of workers who rely exclusively on freelance grew 25 percent in 2021 (to 17 million people!), and about half of the freelancers in the United States are women. But freelance comes with its own set of challenges: if you have a certain income target, freelancing can require a certain amount of hustle to bring in new clients. If you have a strong network of small business owners or a clear skill set like marketing, content, social media, accounting, web development, design, administration, or operational management, you have an advantage in entering freelance and consulting. If you’re looking to do independent contract work, like working as a school substitute, you may retain schedule flexibility, but on the flip side you can get called in at a moment’s notice. There are pros and cons to any job, at any time in your life—just make sure you aren’t glamorizing any option so much that you don’t look at the whole picture before making a major life change.
If any single type of work has been glamorized over the past decade, it’s entrepreneurship. Owning and running your own business is showcased on social media with hashtags like #NoDaysOff or #BossBabe, and the picture painted often includes fabulous work dinners or conferences, jet-setting, or speaking at exciting panels. You might get these opportunities, but even in the best of cases you will dedicate far more time to the grind work necessary to get a company off the ground. Running a business of any scale, especially one that you’re financially or emotionally invested in, is time and headspace intensive. Unlike freelancing or consulting, where you can hold boundaries around the hours you’re available, running a business means you are in some ways always on. Not to mention, the decade of unicorn companies—think Uber—has created a false ideal of what a successful business looks like. While the Sara Blakelys of the world are undoubtedly inspiring, you do not need to create the next Spanx to be a successful entrepreneur. Still, if this is a path you choose to pursue, defining what success looks like for you, and identifying how much time and money you have available to give the business in its infancy, is an important first step.
In 2022, women made up nearly half of new business owners, according to research from the online HR platform Gusto. In total, the U.S. Small Business Administration estimates that women own more than 12 million businesses. There isn’t clear research on how many of those women are mothers, but 99designs, an online graphic design marketplace, surveyed five hundred “mompreneurs” (a phrase I can’t say I love) and found that 80 percent of them started their business after having children. The average age of these women’s kids when they started their business: six. (Perhaps it’s not a surprise that this is about the same age their kids started kindergarten.)
The reasons moms flock to entrepreneurship are the same reasons they take to freelancing. Flexibility is key. I’ll reiterate that once your business is off the ground, it can feel like it’s always vying for your attention (I speak from experience!), but you do have the power to make your own schedule. And once you’ve tried your hand at managing the business of your household, steering the ship of a company might not feel so daunting. Amri Kibbler notes that at HeyMama, the networking platform for mothers she founded in 2014, about 70 percent of the members as of 2023 are entrepreneurs. “The rise in entrepreneurship for women, especially mothers, is due to a multitude of reasons,” she says. “As a mother a lot of times you need to redesign what you want your life to look like, and the corporate construct doesn’t fit that anymore. There’s also this phenomenon that occurs: we’re really great at fixing things because we’re fixing things constantly for the people in our lives, and we get really passionate about solutions when we see a problem. Many of these businesses start out as a mom who is solving a problem for her own family or her children. She sees them in some way struggling and so she finds a great solution that other people would like access to and then she turns that into a business.”
To make entrepreneurship work, you’ll probably need to revisit your North Star from chapter 4. Let’s say it’s to prioritize your family even as you wade back into work. “You might then start to look at ‘What are my top four priorities?’ and you may juggle them around a bit but hopefully you’ll always come back to ‘Am I still prioritizing my family?’ ” Kibbler says. “It’s important to track yourself. If you allocated yourself ten hours a week to work on your project and you’re noticing that you’re repeatedly going over your time budget, be mindful of that.” It can be tricky, she points out, because it gets exciting when a business is taking off, but it’s the only way to sustain the home and job piece with any real satisfaction.
Holly Blakey, the founder of Breathing Room Home we met in chapter 4, wrote a three-year road map before diving headfirst into her home organizing business. The business plan included her budget, expenses, and personal goals. Once she launched, she started a company social media account as a marketing channel, but it ended up becoming a central part of her revenue stream, helping her secure partnerships with the Container Store and Home Depot. When a book deal landed in her lap, she surprised even herself when she turned it down, but her three kids were still young and she knew working on a book would steal from the time she still wanted to preserve for home. Entrepreneurship, freelancing, consulting, and independent work all demand the same clarity, boundaries, and, ultimately, the same degree of prioritization that we’ve talked about throughout this book.
CULTURE MATTERS
Interviewing is stressful, especially if you’re out of practice, so it’s easy to forget that while the company is evaluating you, you’re evaluating them right back. One thing to look for is a culture of people who get it. During those early interview conversations, pay attention to how employees talk about parenthood and how they bring up or respond to topics of flexibility for sick days or doctor’s appointments. That’s something you can’t negotiate—respect for parental responsibilities either exists in an organization or it doesn’t, and it will make your transition back to the workforce a whole lot easier if you don’t have to hide who and what you care about, or where your priorities are.
You might also seek out current employees who are not involved with your hiring process to speak to more candidly. “If I have a good rapport with the recruiter or the hiring manager, I might ask if they mind if I reach out to a couple of employees to ask about the company,” Nina Lai says. “I also try to find connections through friends or people who used to work there, to get a better understanding of a company. Ultimately I think this is not science, but more about trusting your gut.”
Where to Look for Your Next Big Thing
In our AMP survey, 58 percent of stay-at-home moms said they find the prospect of applying to jobs intimidating. But it doesn’t have to be! There are a growing number of resources for job searching these days, including platforms that are specific to moms and those returning to work. Still, networking, that old mainstay, is always the easiest place to start. And that starts by speaking your goals aloud.
If you’ve been on an extended career break, it can feel vulnerable to tell people you’re ready to go back to work. Just as you might have worried about how your pause would be received, you might be nervous that those who haven’t taken a break might make snarky comments or judge your choices. But sharing with friends and family will make your search feel more definitive, and that alone can help build confidence. It also adds a level of accountability (some might call it pressure, but let’s be positive). Anna McKay says moms are often shy about their search and try to keep it to themselves until they have something to show for it, but that behavior can be counterproductive: networks are always the best job-search resource, especially in the case of returning from a career break, because your connections are the people who can attest to your character and skills. And don’t limit this to your close contacts. If you’ve volunteered at school and worked with other parents, these are people who can speak not only to your personality but your work ethic.
Once you’ve spread the word personally, consider return-to-work resources that specialize in placing candidates in your exact position: The Mother Untitled flex jobs board, yes, but there’s also the Mom Project, ReBoot Accel, and Freelancing Females, all of which partner directly with corporations to bring women back into the workforce on flexible terms. Bigger sites like LinkedIn and Indeed might have more listings, and that can be helpful, but return-to-work platforms usually vet the organizations or jobs that post on their boards, so you can be confident the roles listed will be returner friendly. They also list flexible roles with which you can build up your résumé and experience while you consider returning to a more traditional employer.
Jessica Ponchak, a mother of two, was following Mother Untitled closely during her career break. Jessica, who is deaf, had worked in People at Apple (this is what tech companies often call their HR departments), and while she was interested in returning to work she was especially nervous about the job search. She’d had a supportive community at Apple, and she knew she would have to overcome bias about her five-year career break on top of bias regarding her disability. Jessica found a contract administrator position at Bugaboo North America on the Mother Untitled flex jobs board. The role was temporary and more junior than Jessica’s previous role, but it ended up being a stepping stone to a full-time position in a caring community. Jessica now leads HR at Bugaboo and has advocated for the bereavement, maternity, and parental leave that has earned the company the highest happiness scores globally.
Job boards and the like are productive places to find a wide range of listings, but if you desire a specific business culture in your next job opportunity, you might start by seeking out the companies that are already known to offer these environments. The Flex Report, which looks at data from four thousand companies globally, found that workplace flexibility varies largely based on an organization’s industry, location, and size. Smaller companies—in this case defined by fewer than five hundred employees—are more likely to be flexible, while the biggest organizations (fifty thousand employees or more) generally offer less flexibility. Amri Kibbler suggests that small businesses might be especially receptive to applicants looking for part-time or independent contract work. “I see small businesses being very interested in flexible employees, because these businesses are growing and may not be at a place where they can hire full-time employees. If you were, say, a marketing expert or you worked in finance in your previous career, you’re able to contribute to these businesses and lend your expertise, but maybe they are happy to only pay for five hours a week. Or maybe they only need five hours a month,” she says. She also notes that female-owned businesses seem more inclined to hire women. The research bears this out: in 2018, a survey of entrepreneurs conducted by Inc. and Fast Company found that female founders are “disproportionately likely to hire other women.”
Career coaches are another option that can be especially helpful to those who have years of experience but are looking to make a shift after an extended pause. “I work with a lot of stay-at-home moms,” says career coach Marlo Lyons. “I’ve worked with moms who have been home for fifteen, eighteen years and are getting back into the workforce. You need somebody who can draw out of you what you’ve done in that period of time. I promise you that you have skills and capabilities that you don’t even realize.”
Nailing the Interview
I’m not going to pretend that interviewers and hiring committees don’t still have biases about career gaps. We’ve covered some of the research already—the one in five hiring managers who say they reject candidates with gaps, the 75 percent of moms who report experiencing bias about their break. A U.K. study found that rewriting a résumé to highlight the number of years worked at a job rather than the dates you worked there increases callbacks from employers by 15 percent. These dated attitudes are certainly improving, but until every employer can be educated on how to meaningfully approach and ask about career breaks with genuine curiosity (not impossible!), having productive conversations about your break can be a challenge—and it might be on you to ease any of the awkwardness. Anna McKay says that employers want to hear you acknowledge your break, but more importantly, to acknowledge your readiness to return. “The three C’s that employers are looking for are commitment, competence, and connection—as in connection with the team members, the company, and the mission of the organization,” she says. “When you address your career pause, the biggest question on an employer’s mind is, ‘Will she be committed to the work that we’re doing?’ So you want to express and acknowledge that: ‘Yes, I did have a career pause for caregiving, and now I’m excited to get back and I bring all of this value and I’ve brushed up on my skills by doing X, Y, and Z.’ ”
Remember, interviewers are human. A lot of your success in these conversations is based on comfort with small talk and feeling confident in your choices and expressing that. It’s not always easy to speak to how you grew through your time away, so this is something you should practice. If I was returning to a traditional employer in a brand or marketing role, I might talk about developing a clarity of communication and a deeper sense of patience in the home and using the time to sharpen my skills in digital marketing with additional training. I might mention my volunteer roles and my deeper understanding of the parenting audience now that I am a part of that demographic. You might say that as an interviewee, you should have three C’s of your own: confidence, clarity, and creativity.
The Traps and Pitfalls of the Return
It would be nice if, once you landed your next career opportunity, the hard work was done and the shift in your family dynamic came easily to all. If only it were so simple! As is the case with any change, transitioning into outside work comes with its own set of obstacles—the kind that can be navigated if you know what to look for, but can really trip you up if you’re flying blind. Consider the following common pitfalls in advance of starting your next gig. It’s a lot easier to prepare for them before you’ve got the added stress of work responsibilities hanging over your head.
Pitfall 1: Not adjusting the distribution of household labor
My husband, Dan, started building his own technology company during the years that we had small kids at home. He was able to throw himself into work because he had a mostly stay-at-home partner. As I’ve increased my Mother Untitled work schedule, I haven’t had that same privilege. Since my husband and I both work out of the home these days, I thought we would both share the work in the home. And to some extent that has been the case—Dan’s job allows him to make his own schedule, which makes our household labor split a bit easier. But research shows that even when both parents work out of the home, mothers disproportionately handle the domestic chores. In fact, the 2017 Modern Family Index, a survey from the childcare provider Bright Horizons, found that working mothers are twice as likely to manage the household, and three times as likely to manage the children’s schedules.
When stay-at-home mothers return to work, they often get stuck shouldering the same amount of family responsibility they had as the primary caretaker because their family doesn’t update their expectations. For Dan and me, it takes Sunday check-ins, calendaring everything, and clear asks regarding household chores to make sure we’re sharing the load in a way that feels fair. But it took a good amount of miscommunication (and one forgotten pickup) to get there.
Pitfall 2: Blurring the lines of work and family
Starting a job can come with a desire to prove your commitment to your new employer, which can often be mistaken for showing that you’ll work at all hours. I am constantly reminding myself that I was too intentional for too many years to fall into the trap of being a martyr to work. But there are some days when work commitments mean I miss something at home. This happens, and I find that everyone in my house is happier when I’m all in on one thing or another, rather than trying to do two things at once. If I’m at home with the kids, I try to really be with the kids and accept that work isn’t going to get my attention. If it’s a day that I’ve committed to meetings and I won’t be home until dinner, I have to very consciously accept that today will not be a big mother-child bonding day.
Child development psychologist Tovah Klein says that what kids need from parents is presence. “The ‘home office’—that rectangle in our hands—doesn’t actually help us be a career person one moment and a parent the next,” she says. “The transitions need so much intention.” Trying to figure out the balance as you go, or attempting to pop back and forth between your two roles, can backfire on everyone. “These very fluid boundaries are too fluid for children, for sure, but I think they’re too fluid for the moms as well,” Klein says.
Pitfall 3: Not asking for help
As we discussed in chapter 6, support is a crucial element of any phase of parenting. When your family routine changes, the type or amount of help you need will likely change too. You might, for example, need to extend your hours of childcare, or pay for help with household chores. Productivity expert Julie Morgenstern told me that many of her clients who are working mothers book their childcare to leave the second they arrive home, which once again cuts out any time parents have for themselves. She encourages parents to build in some breathing room so they don’t have to always rush home from work to immediately dive into, well, other work.
You might also have days where, say, your kid needs to be picked up early from school and you can’t necessarily make it. If you have a partner, perhaps they can jump in, but you should have conversations ahead of time with anyone you might rely on as a contingency plan. “Even though I’m now working, I am still the ‘default’ parent,” Ponchak says. “Whenever my daughter is home sick, the responsibility still falls to me to care for her. It’s challenging at times because I still want to protect my time at work, so learning how to ask for help and set boundaries as far as what I can realistically do has been a key thing for me.” Sometimes the boundary is, “I need to stay at work, would you mind please picking up my kid?” But other times it might be, “I have to pick up my kid, do you mind covering for me at work?” Setting up support systems at work that you can rely on for help (knowing that you can offer help in return) is equally as important as establishing them at home.
Pitfall 4: Feeling like you have something to prove
Yes, you may need to account for your résumé gap during your job interviews. But once you’ve been hired, you are just as entitled to be on the payroll as any other employee. Let go of any urge to explain yourself or justify your decisions or prove that you can keep up. “I remember explaining something that had to do with my work history and all the male executives said, ‘We don’t need you to prove anything. You’re here. And we’re glad you’re here. That’s it,’ ” Lai says. “It was such an eye-opener. It really made me think about how to approach future talent, but also other women who are trying to get back into work.”
Remember: You were hired for a reason. You deserve to be there. You don’t owe anybody anything and certainly shouldn’t apologize for your choices.
The Kids Are All Right
Stay-at-home mothers aren’t “better” for kids. Working mothers aren’t “better” for kids. Research shows that a parent’s career status has no bearing on the happiness levels of their children. What is best for kids, notes Tovah Klein, is to have a parent who’s generally happy with their life. “A more centered mother who feels good about herself in all of her identities is a better parent,” she says. “No matter how you cut the data, any work-family setup that supports a woman in her confidence and her sense of self and meaningfulness will make her a better parent.”
If you’re worried that your return to work will create chaos for your children, now’s the time to breathe a sigh of relief. Kids can handle change, and they will follow your lead. If you seem anxious, they will pick up on that. If you feel confident in everyone’s ability to make tricky transitions, they will too. Set the stage for the upcoming shift by talking to your family about it directly. “Children really do respond to adults when they pave a way that says, ‘This may be hard initially, I’m here to help you. We’re going to all get used to it,’ ” Klein says. “It’s what builds a child’s strength.”
How you address your return with your family will depend on a number of factors. How different will their day-to-day be? How old are your kids? How much information do they need? “I had a neighbor who went back to work when her kids were in high school. So that’s a really different conversation—you can talk about why you’re going back and what lights you up about work and what feels exciting and what you’re scared about and how you need your kids’ help,” says clinical psychologist Anne Welsh. “If you’ve got a two-year-old, it might just be saying, ‘I’m going back to work. I am going to miss seeing you and I’m really excited to do this thing for myself or our family. And it may be hard, because you don’t get to see mom as much every day, and that’s okay.’ Recognize that your kid might have feelings about this, but it doesn’t mean you’re being a bad mom. It means it’s something different.”
Pressing Play
Rebecca Finkel is a mother of two in Seattle who took a pause, then returned to work part-time, and eventually transitioned back to full-time. Having experienced these various combinations of work and motherhood, what she’s realized is that mothers—no matter our career phase—have more in common than we don’t. “Never in my whole life did I think that I’d be a stay-at-home parent, even for a little while. I think that’s why it was so important for me to do it,” she says. “I’m grateful now to have been a part-time working parent, a stay-at-home parent, a full-time working parent. Each version is challenging. They each have their own costs and benefits. And I get to see that full picture—everyone’s working really hard.”
Power Practice: Own Your Narrative—Starting with Your Résumé
This chapter explored how to position your pause for employers, how and where to look for work, and how to avoid the pitfalls of diving back in. As you consider applying to jobs, the first step is updating your résumé. Use the blank space below to do a brain dump of all your experiences—volunteering for schools, helping a friend, fundraising—and then extract the elements of each experience that generate the most pride.
Now it’s time to formalize this brain dump. It can be tempting to slap on a “consultant” title and call it a day—and that might be a good solution during the time of your pause—but now that you’re actively looking for work, take a cue from Chinue Richardson or Kristin Rumpf and own your time away with clarity. Honesty is always the best policy. However, two things can be true: you can be focused on family life and away from the traditional workforce, and you may have grown in many nontraditional ways. Even if you’re not considering reentry to traditional fields, this exercise is a confidence-boosting approach to reflecting on how you have grown, sharpened your skills outside of the workforce, and contributed in a meaningful way.
Use this collection of words and catchphrases in any sub-bullets to your lead parent or primary caregiver section on your résumé.
Sample Headlines
Career Sabbatical for Caregiving
Career Break for Family/Health/Special Projects
Lead Parent
Self-Employed
Professional Development
Sample Sub-Bullets
Managed family systems and schedules
Led fundraising committee
Implemented new programs
Orchestrated family relocation
Identified key community initiatives
Managed complex budgeting review
Collaborated with parent leaders
Pitched local initiatives
Researched improvements
Earned certification
Advised local business marketing efforts
Consulted for local organizations
Coordinated logistics for local youth programs and teams
Conclusion
IT WAS THE privilege of my lifetime to pause my career to make room for family life. Being home with my kids was what I wanted, and it was the most challenging and rewarding way I could have spent my last eight years. As happens at the end of any significant time period, I look back on my stay-at-home phase with deep gratitude and also some wistfulness. I wish I had felt more at ease sometimes, and not so self-conscious about not having an income, or how other people were viewing me. I often felt that I wasn’t doing enough, or contributing enough—monetarily and also to society as whole—and I wish I hadn’t put that pressure on myself. But I also made a point of appreciating the small moments of silliness or connection that were the reason I made this choice. I learned so much—about myself, my children, my partner and extended family, my values. I discovered a new passion, and a new career.
At the start of the school year, I showed my daughter, Lyla, a picture book I made that detailed our new routine. When she saw the image of her beloved babysitter at school pickup, I could tell she was confused. “Mommy, why do you have to work, why can’t you get it done while I’m at school?” she asked. I couldn’t decide whether to laugh or cry—I really wanted to do a little bit of both. But it’s my daughter’s job to push and my job to be clear, and to love her whether I’m at pickup or not. And here’s what I know: if I do my work well, and we change this cultural conversation, one day when someone asks her whether her mother was a “working” or “stay-at-home” mom, she won’t know how to respond. She’ll just know I was whole, and I was there. Even when I wasn’t.
Parenting can be humbling, but it’s equally as empowering. If there’s anything I’ve learned as a mother and new business owner, it’s that we are all so much more capable than we thought. But navigating motherhood and your ambitions requires a certain amount of trust—trust in the long game and, mostly, trust in yourself.
It’s time to write your next chapter. I know you will make it your own.
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