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Employers demand more of employees’ time while leaving the important things in life—health,
family—for workers to take care of on their own time and dime. How can workers get ahead
while making sure their families don’t fall behind? Heather Boushey shows in detail that
economic efficiency and equity do not have to be enemies.
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Slogan from the late-1800s campaign for a forty-hour workweek. Courtesy of Ricardo Levins
Morales.

PREFACEI have a poster of a woodcut triptych on my office wall (at left). The three panels,
labeled “8 hours for work,” “8 hours for rest,” and “8 hours for what we will,” make up the slogan
from a late-1800s campaign for a forty-hour workweek. I like it because the engraving under
“what we will” is a couple seemingly enjoying a leisurely afternoon on a rowboat.As I wrote this
book, I found myself mulling over the ideas conveyed in this triptych. A century ago, workers’
movements knew what they wanted: an eight-hour day. Today, however, the boundary between
time for work and time for “what we will” is less clear. In 2016, I can edit a memo on my laptop
over the weekend or check email on my phone at a dinner party. If I had any woodcutting talent,
how would I carve a vision for today’s workers and families? Sadly, my guess is that the happy
couple on the little boat would both be checking their phones with furrowed brows.The triptych
also confuses me. I don’t see where all the cooking, cleaning, and care work fit into the picture. If



I work eight hours, then I sleep eight hours, I’ll need to spend a good chunk of the eight hours for
“what we will” doing laundry, grocery shopping, and taking care of my family. I won’t have eight
hours to lounge around on a little boat. Where, exactly, did the woodcutter think household
chores and care work fit into the picture? Maybe he was planning a tetraptych but quit at three
panels when he realized there were no hours left in the day. Or maybe he was anticipating the
“house elves” from J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter books—magical creatures that do all the
housework for wizarding families. Or maybe he didn’t actually think about it at all. Maybe for him,
someone else was at home taking care of all those chores.The idea of having a house elf is
certainly a nice fantasy. While American families once typically had a real-live person who
stayed at home as a full-time caregiver to tend to the family’s daily needs, this is no longer the
case for most families. The stress this causes is often discussed in women’s magazines and in
the lifestyle section of the newspaper. This fundamental issue of time, which was so central to
the workers’ rights movement of the late 1800s, is now often framed as just a woman’s problem.I
disagree. This book is about time and how our differences blind us to a common experience of
losing time. I wrote it because I think accounting for the missing panel in the woodcutter’s
triptych is a profoundly important economic issue. My conclusion from looking at the evidence is
that this issue belongs at the top of the news and in the business section. The hidden work of
what I call in the pages that follow America’s “Silent Partner”—the traditional American Wife—
and how it has disappeared for families up and down the income ladder is part and parcel of the
economic anxieties facing families and affecting the well-being of the economy overall.I’m
certainly not the first person to discover that families have lost time. Many scholars before me
have written of the changes inside families and what they mean. Judith Warner showed us the
Perfect Madness of a world where work and life always seem to be in conflict; Arlie Russell
Hochschild and Anne Machung documented how The Second Shift that women and,
increasingly, men put in at home after a long day at the office or factory leaves us what Brigid
Schulte calls in her new book Overwhelmed. Through a large body of scholarship, we learn from
experts like Nancy Folbre about the “caring economy” and from Stephanie Coontz about how
our vision of the traditional family was always part myth. Jerry Jacobs and Kathleen Gerson
documented how what they call the Time Divide between work and life is a big piece of what
Anne-Marie Slaughter and Eileen Appelbaum and Ruth Milkman call the Unfinished Business
for policymakers and business leaders alike.1My contribution to this scholarship is to show that
family’s loss of time to care is as much an economic issue as a challenge for individual
households. As such, fixing the problem requires macrolevel thinking—indeed, nothing less than
a rethinking of the social contract between governments, firms, and families.I didn’t just stumble
into this research project. For the past fifteen years, I’ve worked in Washington, DC, alongside a
dedicated group of thinkers and doers. I’ve talked to members of Congress, governors and
mayors, policy and economics experts, as well as union leaders and workers’ advocates. And
I’ve engaged with business leaders who understand the importance of work-life reforms to our
economy’s performance.I learned that we need practical solutions, ones that are good for the



economy overall. To this end, the solutions in this book aren’t just pie-in-the-sky ideas. Every
single one of them has already been put into place somewhere in the United States. In the past
decade, over two dozen states and localities have passed laws giving workers the right to earn
paid sick days; four states have passed laws for paid parental leave; two localities have passed
laws that give workers the right to ask their employer for a schedule that works for them and their
family; many communities have put in place new programs to address the need for care for
children and the elderly; and two states have made it illegal to discriminate against those with
care responsibilities. The advantage to pulling together a list of ideas with a solid track record—
as I do in the book—is that policymakers can see the likely effects of a reform.These successes
show that Americans are ready—and eager—for change. When I came to Washington, DC, in
2000, I would have had to write a book that looked to other countries for solutions. That is no
longer true today, and this is the best evidence that the momentum for change is building.I have
no talent for wood carving. But I hope this book can provide a roadmap for how today’s families
can regain lost time.

IntroductionIt’s easy to get depressed listening to the policy debates in Washington. When it
comes to issues that affect workers and their families, it’s hard to see anything but two partisan
camps pointing accusatory fingers at each other. One side portrays the other as bleeding hearts
who want taxpayers to support families who can’t or won’t support themselves—no matter the
cost. What these families really need, opponents say, is tough love. The other side replies that
“tough love” is just a euphemism for a refusal to spend money—any money—on families facing
the challenges of the twenty-first century and for the mistaken belief that dependency is
perpetual and will lead to economic ruin. To pass any new laws in Washington we need the
support of both sides, so the result is that social needs are addressed (if at all) through cheap
solutions that reduce some social inequities but never fully solve the problem. Without
consensus on the problem or the solution, there is no viable political path forward—and families
suffer the consequences of this inaction.With this book, I hope to show that there is another way.
A set of small changes in a few areas of our social policy can not only address a major source of
human suffering but also unleash economic potential. While the political debate may be stuck at
opposing poles, the evidence gathered by economists and other social scientists increasingly
points in a new direction. Modest measures may not change the world overnight, but they can
still make a huge difference, especially if they work in tandem.The good news is that my
proposals will cost taxpayers—and businesses—very little. But they will require a new way of
thinking about what business, government, and households owe one another when it comes to
work-family policies. These include paid sick days, paid time off to care for a family member,
work schedules that fit today’s lifestyles, and high-quality child care and elder care. Everyone at
some point faces these work-family problems—whether you’re a bleeding heart or a proponent
of tough love—but we have yet to agree on the right course of action. My aim is to show that
when the main roads are blocked, there’s more you can do than sit on your horn to



complain.Before going any further, let me get something out of the way. I hate the term “work-
family policy.” To many people it immediately brings to mind working mothers and child care, in
contrast to what are considered more masculine areas of policy (I call these so-called masculine
policy concerns the Three M’s: military, macroeconomics, and manufacturing). Compared with
traditional male issues, work-family policy doesn’t sound serious. It sounds like something that
should take a backseat to real economic matters. As a result, politicians tend to trot out their
positions on work-family issues when courting female voters ahead of elections, only to forget
them after the victory lap in favor of the Three M’s.The kinds of policy changes I am talking about
will absolutely benefit women and children—no question about it—but these reforms are about
so much more. They are crucial to our economy’s well-being. Researchers studying the kinds of
policies that families and households need to make ends meet, and in turn what businesses
need from their employees, have some surprising findings to share. Across a range of different
social science traditions, methods, and topics, they find that addressing sources of anxiety
inside the home has a profound impact on what happens outside the home, including in the
larger economy, and can affect the current and future competitiveness of American firms and
workers. That’s why I prefer the term work-life policies. This phrase reminds us of the intimate
connection between the hours we clock for a job and the off-the-job hours that support strong
families and a strong economy.Handouts versus Help-OutsI grew up in Mukilteo, Washington, in
pretty nice circumstances from a child’s point of view. My father worked as a crane operator at
the Everett Boeing plant, the largest building in the world, which in those days (the 1970s and
1980s) built 747s and now builds 787 Dreamliners. When I was young, my dad, Mike, worked
the 3–11 PM shift. He always took overtime when he could get it. Because he was a member of
the International Association of Machinists Local 751, his wages and benefits were good. Even
so, his paycheck took a hit whenever orders were down, and there were layoffs at times.About
the time I started walking, my mom, Bobbi, took a job as a bank teller and was soon promoted to
account manager. Her hours were 9 to 5, but with her commute in the dreadful Seattle-area
traffic, they were more like 8 to 6. That meant that my sister, Michelle, and I, like many of the
other children in our suburban neighborhood and millions of young people across America, were
latchkey kids. We played, did homework and chores, and got dinner ready in time for Mom to get
home. We also spent way too much time watching reruns of The Brady Bunch and Leave It to
Beaver, fun shows with families where the parents didn’t seem to worry about jobs and money
as much as ours did—and only Dad had a paying job.When I was in high school, I exploited the
lack of parental supervision, driving into Seattle whenever I could to see bands, smoke
cigarettes, and generally get into as much teenage trouble as my introverted nature would allow.
But it was not all a teenage wasteland. I was a precocious kid (some might say annoyingly
nerdy) who, when I finished taking all the classes my high school had to offer, enrolled in college
courses at the University of Washington. There I took my first political economy course, taught
by a bearded graduate student, a compelling teacher enthralled with his course topic. I learned
all about the questionable role of U.S. corporations and governments in poor parts of the world.



Late at night over a reheated dinner, I would regale my mother with stories about U.S. business
leaders’ support for the 1970s Chilean dictator Augusto Pinochet and how the United States
was behind the coup that installed the Shah of Iran. “That’s nice, dear,” my exhausted mother
would say.Those classes shaped my early interests. When I went to college, I focused my
studies on the economics of developing countries—a left-leaning academic discipline that
prompted my Reagan Democrat father to needle me with accusations of coddling Fidel Castro.
(This has always amused friends of mine who know how culturally illiterate I am on such matters:
I can barely find Cuba on a map and need a Spanish pronunciation guide even at Tex Mex
restaurants!) Largely because of a lack of linguistic talents, alongside a desire to look at the
economy closer to home, I had decided by senior year to focus on economic and social policy
issues in the United States.One afternoon several years later, when I was a graduate student in
economics home for the holidays, I was chatting with my mom in the kitchen when suddenly the
stresses of my parents’ lives were laid bare. I was telling Mom about a paper I was writing on
how we could help women move off welfare by giving them access to subsidized child care. My
mother got angry, which was quite unusual for her. She wanted to know why “handouts” should
go to folks who “weren’t working for a living.” She asked me, “Why isn’t anyone focusing on
making child care affordable for families like ours?” Hadn’t I noticed that she worked a full-time
job when I was a child? Had I ever wondered why Dad took overtime whenever he could get it?
Hadn’t I noticed that she and Dad were hardly ever relaxed and always stressed about money?
She then shared her concerns about the quality of care at the day-care centers she could afford
at the time and her anxieties about leaving us home alone as we got older. In short, she would
have benefited from a help-out on child care but was repelled by the notion of a handout that
benefited only the poor.I was dumbstruck. I had been blind to how the economy and
policymakers had failed families like mine. I had paid no heed to what had happened to
America’s middle-class families. My mother was frustrated by a way of life that hadn’t met her
expectations. She and my dad worked hard but were economically squeezed and never felt they
had enough time for family life. Sometime between my mom’s childhood and mine, the rules for
succeeding in America had changed. She had the right questions. Why wasn’t I working to
answer them?That day marked a turning point for me. I shifted my attention to understanding
what’s happened to America’s middle class and how to create broad-based economic security
and a strong economy for all. I finished my doctoral dissertation and moved to Washington, DC.
As my research progressed, I discovered that my family’s experience and my mom’s frustrations
were not unique. In fact, her concerns were not only widespread but also fundamentally
connected to the increasing struggles of the middle class as our nation entered the twenty-first
centuryThen and Now: America’s Silent PartnerAmerican businesses used to have a silent
partner. This partner never showed up at a board meeting or made a demand but was integral to
profitability. That partner was the American Wife. She made sure the American Worker showed
up for work well rested (he didn’t have to wake up at 3 AM to feed the baby or comfort a child
after a nightmare), in clean clothes (that he neither laundered nor stacked neatly in the closet),



with a lunch box packed to the brim with cold-cut sandwiches, coffee, and a home-baked cookie.
She took care of all the big and small daily emergencies that might distract the American Worker
from focusing 100 percent on his job while he was at work. Little Johnny got in a fight on the
playground? The American Wife will be right there to talk to the school. Aunt Bea fell and broke
her hip? The American Wife can spend the afternoon bringing her groceries and making her
dinner. The boss is coming over for dinner? The American Wife already has the pot roast in the
oven. Even if she had a job—and many American wives, like my mom, worked and had to work
despite suburban cultural expectations—she was still the primary caregiver when work-life
conflicts arose with her family or her employer. The presumption was that she would be the one
at home.This meant that for decades, the American Wife gave American businesses a big fat
bonus. Her time at home made possible the American Worker’s time at work. This unspoken yet
well-understood business contract is now broken. Moreover, it doesn’t look like we’re going back
to it anytime soon. Nor should we. American families look different today. Wives—and women
more generally—work outside the home because they need to and because they want to.
Families need a new contract with their employers, one that provides stability in today’s world
where families interact with the economy in new ways.Today, the American Wife is a family
breadwinner and contributor to economic growth. Her economic contribution is no longer silent—
it shows up in our nation’s gross domestic product. A family with a working woman is not an
anomaly, it’s the norm—and has been for some time. While some women have always worked
outside the house—newly emigrated women and women of color have historically been an
integral part of the workforce compared with white or native-born women—it wasn’t until the
1960s and 1970s that large numbers of white and middle-class women entered the labor force.
Now women bring home at least a quarter of the earnings in more than two-thirds of families with
children. In a growing number of households, women bring in half or even more of the earned
income. This shift has been good for businesses and the economy. More women in the
workforce means more women earning money—adding to overall demand—and using their
talents to boost firms’ profits. As women have increased their employment, they have ramped up
their educational credentials, making them that much more valuable to businesses and the
broader economy.Working outside the home provides women with many exciting social and
personal opportunities, yet the picture is not all rosy. Women are not working just to fulfill their
dreams and learn new things. Many hold down a job out of sheer economic necessity. Most
families would have seen their income drop precipitously over the past few decades if it were not
for women going to work. Greater employment of women was a solution to the economic
transformations of the past few decades that have left male earnings stagnant for nearly forty
years.While the change in employment patterns was most pronounced for white, middle-class
women, all kinds of families have been transformed. Families have become more complex.
People marry later—if at all—and the number of children born to unmarried mothers has risen,
along with the number of women who never have children (the same is true of men, presumably,
though they are not tracked so well). High rates of nonmarriage and divorce mean more blended



families, with parents and stepparents, siblings and stepsiblings all under one roof or spread out
across different households. In addition, the Supreme Court recently ruled that any two people—
regardless of sex—have the right to marry.Not all families have experienced the loss of the
American Wife in the same way. Across the income spectrum, most families no longer have a full-
time, stay-at-home caregiver. But low-income and middle-class families are more likely than
those at the top to have only a single earner. Nearly 40 percent of today’s families with children
have a sole female breadwinner. Those families, disproportionately low-income, don’t have a
wife, let alone someone who can fulfill the role of the traditional American Wife. Families in the
middle and at the top more often than not have two breadwinners. While there may be a wife (or
two same-sex partners), she certainly isn’t at home fulfilling the role of the traditional American
Wife (see Figure I.1, which looks at the living arrangements of children aged 14 and
under).What is common across families is the fact that the shift from American Wife to Family
(co-)Breadwinner has left a gap at home. Who’s caring for the children and teaching them all
they need to know? Who’s tending to an aging family member who needs some extra care?
Today’s families report feeling insecure and pressed for time, whether they’re high-achieving
dual-career couples, low-income single mothers, or the middle-class families in between. For all
kinds of families across the income spectrum, the dual demands of home and out-of-home work
cause significant stress. The aging of our society adds a layer of people who need care, but few
families have someone at home to provide it. The world of work and the needs of families always
seem to be in conflict—and it’s been this way for decades.Fig. I.1 Living arrangements of
children aged 14 and under by income group, 1960 and 2012. In 1960, most children lived in a
family with a single breadwinner, but children living in professional families were more likely than
others to have a full-time, stay-at-home caregiver. By 2012, fewer than a third of children lived in
a family with a stay-at-home caregiver, and only lower-income families relied on one, as
opposed to two, breadwinners. Note: Data on cohabitating available only for 2012.Our political
process approaches this issue as a private matter or as a values issue rather than as a serious
economic issue. When my mother shared her frustrations with me that day in our kitchen, she
gave me an insight into just how long families have been struggling. Ironically, a solution was
almost enacted when my family could have used it. In 1971, both the U.S. House of
Representatives and the U.S. Senate passed a bill that would have established a network of
nationally funded, locally administered, comprehensive child-care centers to provide high-
quality education, nutrition, and medical services. The program had a budget five times the size
of today’s Head Start program, which provides preschool for very low-income children. Had the
bill become the law of the land, in all likelihood I would not have had the conversation with my
mom that inspired this book.A political argument about the proper role of women in society
rather than serious policymaking prevented the enactment of this child-care program. At the
outset, all signs were that President Richard Nixon would sign the bill into law. In his
autobiography, The Good Fight: A Life in Liberal Politics, Walter Mondale, who was at the time a
senator from Minnesota leading the fight in the Senate for the bill, talked of how Nixon’s



secretary of health, education, and welfare, Elliot Richardson, had “conducted several quiet
meetings with [Mondale’s] staff and Representative John Brademas of Indiana, the lead sponsor
in the House, to find common ground.” Richardson went so far as to send Mondale a letter
“outlining the administration’s general support to consolidate and coordinate federal child care
programs” and to have Ed Zigler, from the Office of Child Development, testify in support of the
legislation in 1969 hearings in front of the Subcommittee on Children and Youth. Nixon himself
had come out in favor of child care, saying, “so crucial is the matter of early growth that we must
make a national commitment to providing all American children an opportunity for healthful and
stimulating development during the first five years of life.”1Washington insiders were shocked
when, on December 9, 1971, Nixon not only vetoed the bill but scathingly repudiated its aims.
He said: “We cannot and will not ignore the challenge to do more for America’s children in their
all-important early years. But our response to this challenge must be a measured, evolutionary,
painstakingly considered one, consciously designed to cement the family in its rightful position
as the keystone of our civilization” (emphasis added). Nixon went on to say that the proposed
law would be “a long leap into the dark for the United States Government and the American
people.”2How did Nixon and his team come to believe that a policy that would have helped tens
of millions of families would do the very opposite? Nixon’s speechwriter, Pat Buchanan, proudly
takes credit for pushing for the veto and, specifically, for encouraging the president to include the
statements portraying a federal child-care program as antifamily. Buchanan saw an active policy
of providing government support for child care as the federal government’s effectively
encouraging women to be workers rather than supposedly traditional stay-at-home moms. (I say
“supposedly” because the idealized American Wife was never a reality for many families.) In his
view, the poorest mothers deserved a handout—an act of charity—because they couldn’t afford
to purchase child care in the market. For other families, child care wasn’t so critical to their well-
being that the government should step in to help.3This political setback established child care
as a values issue. But left out of this cultural argument is any economic analysis. The real
problem (then as now) was how to help families struggling to cope with the new economic reality
that even though both Mom and Dad work—or there’s just one parent—children (and the sick
and the aged) still need care. It was as though the millions of families like mine where no one
was at home full-time to address daily conflicts between work and family life were
invisible.Worse, it sounds like an insult. My parents certainly weren’t antifamily. Even many
families who wish Mom could stay at home have a hard time making that work for their bottom
line. My parents needed the same thing today’s families need: a set of policies to allow them to
be both caregivers and breadwinners. This includes child care and, increasingly, elder care, but
it is by no means limited to just those areas, as we’ll learn in the chapters that follow.The 1970s
are now history, but the kind of thinking that torpedoed a promising child-care program remains,
locking our society in a no-win debate. During a presidential debate in 2012 between President
Barack Obama and Governor Mitt Romney, Romney answered a question about equal pay by
saying, “I recognized that if you’re going to have women in the workforce that sometimes you



need to be more flexible” (emphasis added). While this gaffe got less attention than his remark
that when he put his cabinet together, women’s groups “brought [him and his staff] whole
binders full of women” who could serve, it illustrates an ongoing tension in American politics. Too
often, we are still debating “whether” or “if” women work outside the home, rather than
acknowledging that most already do. The question now is how this change in the way women
spend their days affects families, firms, and the economy more generally. The time has come to
focus on the economic reality of this transformational shift for families and firms.4In this book, I
focus on the core economic question underlying partisan debates: if we sought to alleviate
family economic insecurity today, what would our agenda look like? Would our efforts be good or
bad for the economy overall? The current, tired debate gets stuck on the question of who
deserves a handout—a values question—when really we need to be thinking about how keeping
people gainfully employed while they care for their families benefits the economy overall. By
looking at these questions through the lens of hard-nosed economics, we can chart a new path.I
start with a brief history of how we got here. The two poles of the debate between supporters
and opponents of government action began within the context of whether to provide charity to
those without land or employment. Chapter 1 delves into the history of the debate and lays out
how U.S. policymakers—led by President Franklin D. Roosevelt and his secretary of labor,
Frances Perkins—charted a new course in the 1930s. The New Deal’s social contract put in
place a new role for government. The reforms introduced were not about handouts; they were
about helping families cope with the realities of the industrial economy. In this way, the debate
moved beyond partisan arguments. Policymakers realized that families instead needed a “help-
out” that would support their ability to engage in the economy as workers and consumers.The
New Deal’s social contract demarcated what our society thought families needed to become
economically secure. But this social contract is no longer enough for today’s families. In the
1930s, policymakers had the advantage of being reasonably certain what a family looked like
and how it engaged with the economy. Most families—not all, but most—had a single
breadwinner. That breadwinner deserved to earn a “family wage,” a paycheck that would provide
for him and his family. Policymakers could see that as fair. This idea was so entrenched that
women and children earned less not because they were less productive but because the
assumption was that they didn’t need to support a family.Today, of course, families neither look
the same nor interact with the economy in the same way they did in the 1930s. One person’s
earnings may support an entire family or be combined with another breadwinner’s. This new
reality means we must ask the question, does this social contract still meet the needs of today’s
working families? At the very least, we cannot define economic security through the concept of a
single family wage. If one breadwinner doesn’t necessarily support a family and if families come
in all shapes and sizes, then how should we think about economic security? This is a core
question of this book. Although I don’t have all the answers, I hope to convince you that this
question and the changes in how we answer it provide the foundation for our labor and social
policy.5To understand both what the new agenda should be and its economic implications, we



need to start by looking at what’s happened inside today’s families. One of the most important
developments affecting families is the rise in inequality. In the 1950s and early 1960s, when the
New Deal’s macroeconomic benefits became patently clear, our economy was far less unequal
than today. Since then, there has been a sharp and sustained rise in inequality across all
measurable economic indicators, including wages, incomes, job quality, and wealth. Fewer
people feel they’re in the middle class, and there’s growing anxiety about being able to pass on a
middle-class lifestyle—and economic security—to the next generation. Workers in the middle
class are increasingly squeezed by rising costs and stagnant wages. Jobs for low-wage workers
are more precarious and often have unpredictable schedules and hours. For those on or near
the top of the ladder, the payoffs are sky-high salaries and big homes in communities with
excellent schools and services, but they come with long hours of work. In order to understand
how to support today’s workers, we need to see how economic shifts have played out within and
across income groups.At the same time, families across the income spectrum have become
more diverse. Greater economic inequality overlaps with greater family complexity in specific
ways. In 1960, two-thirds of children lived in a family where their parents were married and only
their father worked outside the home. This kind of family was common across all income levels.
That’s no longer the case. The closer we get to the top of the income ladder, the more likely it is
that the family has two earners and that the children live with two parents. The closer we get to
the bottom, the more likely we are to see more complex families and those with only a single
earner.Chapters 2, 3, and 4 trace the trends in family economics for families in the middle, the
bottom, and the top of the economy and society. This helps us understand the intersection of
economic inequality and family complexity. We learn that families face different kinds of
economic challenges depending on the quality of their jobs and their financial resources. We
learn that significant economic transformations—the demise of manufacturing and the rise of a
service economy—have coincided with shifts in family forms, leaving breadwinners coping by
trying (and not always succeeding) to work more. We see how families in different financial
situations struggle daily with very real conflicts between work and family life.6I focus on family
income because most of us live in a family and that’s how we interact with the economy. This is
not to say that many of us don’t live on our own, but most of us will spend a good deal of our
lives within some kind of family—defined by birth or by choice. While we have jobs and pursue a
variety of activities as individuals, we pool our earnings within a family. The big economic
decisions—whether to rent or buy, how much to set aside for retirement or college, or even
where to go on vacation—are decisions that we tend to make together, as a family. This is not
the traditional way economists look at the economy. Economists—and mythmakers—tend to tell
stories in which individuals, the heroes, drive the action. But if we start with the individual, not the
family, we won’t see how the changes in the divide between time for work and time for life have
affected family economic security.One conclusion from these three chapters is that while their
economic and home circumstances differ, families across the income spectrum share a
common concern: they have lost time. They must address conflicts between bringing in a



paycheck and caring for family members without an American Wife. This shared experience
gives policymakers an opportunity to craft a new agenda that would benefit all kinds of families.
This agenda, like the New Deal, could form the basis of a strong and stable political
coalition.7Throughout these three chapters—and the remainder of the book—I look across
families using precise definitions for low-income, middle-class, and professional families. I define
low-income families as those in the bottom third of families by income. Professional families are
those families both in the top 20 percent by income and in which at least one member of the
family holds at least a college degree. Middle-class families are everyone else, a little over half of
all families in 2012. (See the Appendix for more information on data and methods for defining
income groups across the earnings spectrum.)8Throughout the book, however, I also draw on a
wide range of research from across academic disciplines. To understand the economy, we must
do more than consult economic models; we need to see how the economy is embedded within a
society. For this reason I often cite research that uses a definition of low-income, middle-class,
and professional families that is different from my own. In doing so I lose some precision, but it
allows me to draw from a wider array of research. I note throughout where the definitions differ
from mine.In any conversation about family and income, we must consider the growing
importance of diversity by race and ethnicity in our society. By the mid-2040s, most Americans
will be nonwhite. Understanding the role of changes in family patterns across low-income,
middle-class, and professional families as they engage with the broader economy also requires
knowledge of our country’s racial and ethnic differences as we move toward becoming a
majority-minority society. These differences certainly matter in the work-life analyses and
proposed reforms presented in this book, and I highlight them throughout.In Chapter 5, I focus
on the core economic question: if we addressed the economic security needs of today’s families,
as the New Deal did for families in the 1930s, would this be good or bad for the economy
overall? What can we learn from economic theory and empirical evidence? Chapter 5 lays out
the basic theory of how the economy works, taking into account both sides of the system—
families and firms—and the role of conflicts between work and family life. Economists don’t see
the economy only from the perspective of firms; they see an economy that includes both firms
and families, as well as other actors, like government and international trade. What happens to
the family side of the system is just as important for the economy as what happens to the short-
term, bottom line of firms. Families house the workers whom firms hire and families buy most of
what firms produce. What happens inside families is an economic issue.Taking an economic
approach allows us to see the new challenges facing firms. Changes in families affect all aspects
of the economy. When employers could tap into the time and talents of their Silent Partner, the
American Wife, they could assume that most of their employees didn’t have regular conflicts
between family care and work. This doesn’t mean that conflicts never happened, but they were
the exception, not the rule. Today it’s the opposite. To get the most out of their workforce,
employers have to find ways to address these issues. The work-life reforms I explore in this book
could help businesses and families become more cost-effective than they are today.Armed with



a view that explains the full economy, not just one slice of it, I then turn to the solutions and the
real-world evidence showing that they work. There are four areas where we need new solutions
to the everyday economic problems facing middle-income, lower-income, and professional
workers. For shorthand, I call them Here (at home), There (at work), Care, and Fair.The first area
addresses a worker’s occasional need to be at home. There are days when a worker cannot be
at work because he’s sick, his child’s sick, or he needs to care for an ailing family member. This
doesn’t mean that he can’t hold down a job and be productive most of the time. But there will be
days when he needs a little time away from work. Or maybe he needs a week to care for his
mom when she breaks her hip or a few weeks to spend with his new baby. Without the security
of knowing he will have a job to go back to, he either risks his paycheck or risks not meeting
crucial off-the-job needs. The need to be Here (at home) cannot always come second to the
need to be There (at work).Especially for those on the middle and bottom rungs of the income
ladder, these kinds of justifiable absences from work must be paid. Otherwise, it’s a nice idea
but not one that is affordable. Two ideas whose time has come are to allow workers to earn paid
sick days, short-term leave for the occasional illness of a worker or their children, and paid family
and medical leave for at least twelve weeks for the good times, when the family welcomes a new
child, and the not-so-good times, when a seriously ill family member needs care. Only about two-
thirds of workers have paid sick days, and the overwhelming majority do not have paid family
and medical leave. Some employers and some states and cities have taken steps to change
this, but we need national coverage that includes all workers, not just some of us—and everyone
needs to know that they can use this leave without fear of retribution. Like our nation’s
longstanding rules on the minimum wage and workplace safety, paid sick days and paid family
leave should be required for all employees and employers, no exceptions.The second set of
ideas covers what happens when we’re at work. Work hours need to fit our lives. Some people
don’t get enough hours and cannot earn enough to pay their bills. Others have to cope with too
many hours, or too many hours at the wrong times. Schedules are too often tilted toward the
minute-by-minute demands of businesses, with little or no appreciation for the needs of workers.
To rebalance this relationship, we must address overwork, underwork, and unpredictable
schedules when people are There (at work).Some employers have taken positive steps, offering
their employees flexible schedules—be they hours that fit family life, or even telecommuting. The
evidence shows that such policies benefit both firms and families, by motivating workers to be at
their best at a company that cares about them and their families and by reducing turnover. But it
may not be in the short-term interest of some individual firms to adopt such measures, even if
doing so is good for the economy overall. That’s where policies to promote flexible schedules
that work for both employers and employees come in. We also need to strengthen the
protections of the New Deal–era Fair Labor Standards Act by limiting overwork for a larger swath
of workers, and putting in place greater scheduling predictability for workers up and down the
economic ladder. These steps improve the conditions for employees when they are at work and
thus boost the productivity of firms and the overall economy.Next are solutions to the daily



concern of who’s caring for those who need it. Families need high-quality, affordable solutions
for caring for children, the elderly, and the sick. One of the toughest choices a family makes is
finding the right caregiver for a young or ill family member. We need to ensure affordable, safe,
and enriching care for children and elders for every family who needs it. Our future depends on
it. Rethinking the 1971 comprehensive child-care legislation would be a good place to start, as
would be building on the work in cities and states today that are offering free or low-cost
universal access to pre-kindergarten for all three- and four-year-olds. For elder care, we need
better options both for keeping seniors at home and for long-term palliative care. Enabling
families to provide the best care for their children and elderly relatives delivers intergenerational
benefits to both families and society.Finally, these work-life systems must be Fair. With both men
and women in the workforce, at some point most of us need time off for family. But no one should
be discriminated against because they need some flexibility to care for their loved ones. And if
only some people have access to work-life policies that help them address conflicts between
work and family life—and those who do are afraid to use them—then this isn’t a real set of
solutions. Solutions must address the challenges up and down the economic spectrum. Some
ideas are now being tested in states and localities, such as prohibiting family responsibilities
discrimination, in conjunction with existing protections such as the Americans with Disabilities
Act; Title VII of the Civil Rights Act, which prohibits racial, ethnic, religious, and gender
discrimination in the workplace; and the Pregnancy Discrimination Act.

Then and Now: America’s Silent PartnerAmerican businesses used to have a silent partner. This
partner never showed up at a board meeting or made a demand but was integral to profitability.
That partner was the American Wife. She made sure the American Worker showed up for work
well rested (he didn’t have to wake up at 3 AM to feed the baby or comfort a child after a
nightmare), in clean clothes (that he neither laundered nor stacked neatly in the closet), with a
lunch box packed to the brim with cold-cut sandwiches, coffee, and a home-baked cookie. She
took care of all the big and small daily emergencies that might distract the American Worker
from focusing 100 percent on his job while he was at work. Little Johnny got in a fight on the
playground? The American Wife will be right there to talk to the school. Aunt Bea fell and broke
her hip? The American Wife can spend the afternoon bringing her groceries and making her
dinner. The boss is coming over for dinner? The American Wife already has the pot roast in the
oven. Even if she had a job—and many American wives, like my mom, worked and had to work
despite suburban cultural expectations—she was still the primary caregiver when work-life
conflicts arose with her family or her employer. The presumption was that she would be the one
at home.This meant that for decades, the American Wife gave American businesses a big fat
bonus. Her time at home made possible the American Worker’s time at work. This unspoken yet
well-understood business contract is now broken. Moreover, it doesn’t look like we’re going back
to it anytime soon. Nor should we. American families look different today. Wives—and women
more generally—work outside the home because they need to and because they want to.



Families need a new contract with their employers, one that provides stability in today’s world
where families interact with the economy in new ways.Today, the American Wife is a family
breadwinner and contributor to economic growth. Her economic contribution is no longer silent—
it shows up in our nation’s gross domestic product. A family with a working woman is not an
anomaly, it’s the norm—and has been for some time. While some women have always worked
outside the house—newly emigrated women and women of color have historically been an
integral part of the workforce compared with white or native-born women—it wasn’t until the
1960s and 1970s that large numbers of white and middle-class women entered the labor force.
Now women bring home at least a quarter of the earnings in more than two-thirds of families with
children. In a growing number of households, women bring in half or even more of the earned
income. This shift has been good for businesses and the economy. More women in the
workforce means more women earning money—adding to overall demand—and using their
talents to boost firms’ profits. As women have increased their employment, they have ramped up
their educational credentials, making them that much more valuable to businesses and the
broader economy.Working outside the home provides women with many exciting social and
personal opportunities, yet the picture is not all rosy. Women are not working just to fulfill their
dreams and learn new things. Many hold down a job out of sheer economic necessity. Most
families would have seen their income drop precipitously over the past few decades if it were not
for women going to work. Greater employment of women was a solution to the economic
transformations of the past few decades that have left male earnings stagnant for nearly forty
years.While the change in employment patterns was most pronounced for white, middle-class
women, all kinds of families have been transformed. Families have become more complex.
People marry later—if at all—and the number of children born to unmarried mothers has risen,
along with the number of women who never have children (the same is true of men, presumably,
though they are not tracked so well). High rates of nonmarriage and divorce mean more blended
families, with parents and stepparents, siblings and stepsiblings all under one roof or spread out
across different households. In addition, the Supreme Court recently ruled that any two people—
regardless of sex—have the right to marry.Not all families have experienced the loss of the
American Wife in the same way. Across the income spectrum, most families no longer have a full-
time, stay-at-home caregiver. But low-income and middle-class families are more likely than
those at the top to have only a single earner. Nearly 40 percent of today’s families with children
have a sole female breadwinner. Those families, disproportionately low-income, don’t have a
wife, let alone someone who can fulfill the role of the traditional American Wife. Families in the
middle and at the top more often than not have two breadwinners. While there may be a wife (or
two same-sex partners), she certainly isn’t at home fulfilling the role of the traditional American
Wife (see Figure I.1, which looks at the living arrangements of children aged 14 and
under).What is common across families is the fact that the shift from American Wife to Family
(co-)Breadwinner has left a gap at home. Who’s caring for the children and teaching them all
they need to know? Who’s tending to an aging family member who needs some extra care?



Today’s families report feeling insecure and pressed for time, whether they’re high-achieving
dual-career couples, low-income single mothers, or the middle-class families in between. For all
kinds of families across the income spectrum, the dual demands of home and out-of-home work
cause significant stress. The aging of our society adds a layer of people who need care, but few
families have someone at home to provide it. The world of work and the needs of families always
seem to be in conflict—and it’s been this way for decades.Fig. I.1 Living arrangements of
children aged 14 and under by income group, 1960 and 2012. In 1960, most children lived in a
family with a single breadwinner, but children living in professional families were more likely than
others to have a full-time, stay-at-home caregiver. By 2012, fewer than a third of children lived in
a family with a stay-at-home caregiver, and only lower-income families relied on one, as
opposed to two, breadwinners. Note: Data on cohabitating available only for 2012.Our political
process approaches this issue as a private matter or as a values issue rather than as a serious
economic issue. When my mother shared her frustrations with me that day in our kitchen, she
gave me an insight into just how long families have been struggling. Ironically, a solution was
almost enacted when my family could have used it. In 1971, both the U.S. House of
Representatives and the U.S. Senate passed a bill that would have established a network of
nationally funded, locally administered, comprehensive child-care centers to provide high-
quality education, nutrition, and medical services. The program had a budget five times the size
of today’s Head Start program, which provides preschool for very low-income children. Had the
bill become the law of the land, in all likelihood I would not have had the conversation with my
mom that inspired this book.A political argument about the proper role of women in society
rather than serious policymaking prevented the enactment of this child-care program. At the
outset, all signs were that President Richard Nixon would sign the bill into law. In his
autobiography, The Good Fight: A Life in Liberal Politics, Walter Mondale, who was at the time a
senator from Minnesota leading the fight in the Senate for the bill, talked of how Nixon’s
secretary of health, education, and welfare, Elliot Richardson, had “conducted several quiet
meetings with [Mondale’s] staff and Representative John Brademas of Indiana, the lead sponsor
in the House, to find common ground.” Richardson went so far as to send Mondale a letter
“outlining the administration’s general support to consolidate and coordinate federal child care
programs” and to have Ed Zigler, from the Office of Child Development, testify in support of the
legislation in 1969 hearings in front of the Subcommittee on Children and Youth. Nixon himself
had come out in favor of child care, saying, “so crucial is the matter of early growth that we must
make a national commitment to providing all American children an opportunity for healthful and
stimulating development during the first five years of life.”1Washington insiders were shocked
when, on December 9, 1971, Nixon not only vetoed the bill but scathingly repudiated its aims.
He said: “We cannot and will not ignore the challenge to do more for America’s children in their
all-important early years. But our response to this challenge must be a measured, evolutionary,
painstakingly considered one, consciously designed to cement the family in its rightful position
as the keystone of our civilization” (emphasis added). Nixon went on to say that the proposed



law would be “a long leap into the dark for the United States Government and the American
people.”2How did Nixon and his team come to believe that a policy that would have helped tens
of millions of families would do the very opposite? Nixon’s speechwriter, Pat Buchanan, proudly
takes credit for pushing for the veto and, specifically, for encouraging the president to include the
statements portraying a federal child-care program as antifamily. Buchanan saw an active policy
of providing government support for child care as the federal government’s effectively
encouraging women to be workers rather than supposedly traditional stay-at-home moms. (I say
“supposedly” because the idealized American Wife was never a reality for many families.) In his
view, the poorest mothers deserved a handout—an act of charity—because they couldn’t afford
to purchase child care in the market. For other families, child care wasn’t so critical to their well-
being that the government should step in to help.3This political setback established child care
as a values issue. But left out of this cultural argument is any economic analysis. The real
problem (then as now) was how to help families struggling to cope with the new economic reality
that even though both Mom and Dad work—or there’s just one parent—children (and the sick
and the aged) still need care. It was as though the millions of families like mine where no one
was at home full-time to address daily conflicts between work and family life were
invisible.Worse, it sounds like an insult. My parents certainly weren’t antifamily. Even many
families who wish Mom could stay at home have a hard time making that work for their bottom
line. My parents needed the same thing today’s families need: a set of policies to allow them to
be both caregivers and breadwinners. This includes child care and, increasingly, elder care, but
it is by no means limited to just those areas, as we’ll learn in the chapters that follow.The 1970s
are now history, but the kind of thinking that torpedoed a promising child-care program remains,
locking our society in a no-win debate. During a presidential debate in 2012 between President
Barack Obama and Governor Mitt Romney, Romney answered a question about equal pay by
saying, “I recognized that if you’re going to have women in the workforce that sometimes you
need to be more flexible” (emphasis added). While this gaffe got less attention than his remark
that when he put his cabinet together, women’s groups “brought [him and his staff] whole
binders full of women” who could serve, it illustrates an ongoing tension in American politics. Too
often, we are still debating “whether” or “if” women work outside the home, rather than
acknowledging that most already do. The question now is how this change in the way women
spend their days affects families, firms, and the economy more generally. The time has come to
focus on the economic reality of this transformational shift for families and firms.4In this book, I
focus on the core economic question underlying partisan debates: if we sought to alleviate
family economic insecurity today, what would our agenda look like? Would our efforts be good or
bad for the economy overall? The current, tired debate gets stuck on the question of who
deserves a handout—a values question—when really we need to be thinking about how keeping
people gainfully employed while they care for their families benefits the economy overall. By
looking at these questions through the lens of hard-nosed economics, we can chart a new path.I
start with a brief history of how we got here. The two poles of the debate between supporters



and opponents of government action began within the context of whether to provide charity to
those without land or employment. Chapter 1 delves into the history of the debate and lays out
how U.S. policymakers—led by President Franklin D. Roosevelt and his secretary of labor,
Frances Perkins—charted a new course in the 1930s. The New Deal’s social contract put in
place a new role for government. The reforms introduced were not about handouts; they were
about helping families cope with the realities of the industrial economy. In this way, the debate
moved beyond partisan arguments. Policymakers realized that families instead needed a “help-
out” that would support their ability to engage in the economy as workers and consumers.The
New Deal’s social contract demarcated what our society thought families needed to become
economically secure. But this social contract is no longer enough for today’s families. In the
1930s, policymakers had the advantage of being reasonably certain what a family looked like
and how it engaged with the economy. Most families—not all, but most—had a single
breadwinner. That breadwinner deserved to earn a “family wage,” a paycheck that would provide
for him and his family. Policymakers could see that as fair. This idea was so entrenched that
women and children earned less not because they were less productive but because the
assumption was that they didn’t need to support a family.Today, of course, families neither look
the same nor interact with the economy in the same way they did in the 1930s. One person’s
earnings may support an entire family or be combined with another breadwinner’s. This new
reality means we must ask the question, does this social contract still meet the needs of today’s
working families? At the very least, we cannot define economic security through the concept of a
single family wage. If one breadwinner doesn’t necessarily support a family and if families come
in all shapes and sizes, then how should we think about economic security? This is a core
question of this book. Although I don’t have all the answers, I hope to convince you that this
question and the changes in how we answer it provide the foundation for our labor and social
policy.5To understand both what the new agenda should be and its economic implications, we
need to start by looking at what’s happened inside today’s families. One of the most important
developments affecting families is the rise in inequality. In the 1950s and early 1960s, when the
New Deal’s macroeconomic benefits became patently clear, our economy was far less unequal
than today. Since then, there has been a sharp and sustained rise in inequality across all
measurable economic indicators, including wages, incomes, job quality, and wealth. Fewer
people feel they’re in the middle class, and there’s growing anxiety about being able to pass on a
middle-class lifestyle—and economic security—to the next generation. Workers in the middle
class are increasingly squeezed by rising costs and stagnant wages. Jobs for low-wage workers
are more precarious and often have unpredictable schedules and hours. For those on or near
the top of the ladder, the payoffs are sky-high salaries and big homes in communities with
excellent schools and services, but they come with long hours of work. In order to understand
how to support today’s workers, we need to see how economic shifts have played out within and
across income groups.At the same time, families across the income spectrum have become
more diverse. Greater economic inequality overlaps with greater family complexity in specific



ways. In 1960, two-thirds of children lived in a family where their parents were married and only
their father worked outside the home. This kind of family was common across all income levels.
That’s no longer the case. The closer we get to the top of the income ladder, the more likely it is
that the family has two earners and that the children live with two parents. The closer we get to
the bottom, the more likely we are to see more complex families and those with only a single
earner.Chapters 2, 3, and 4 trace the trends in family economics for families in the middle, the
bottom, and the top of the economy and society. This helps us understand the intersection of
economic inequality and family complexity. We learn that families face different kinds of
economic challenges depending on the quality of their jobs and their financial resources. We
learn that significant economic transformations—the demise of manufacturing and the rise of a
service economy—have coincided with shifts in family forms, leaving breadwinners coping by
trying (and not always succeeding) to work more. We see how families in different financial
situations struggle daily with very real conflicts between work and family life.6I focus on family
income because most of us live in a family and that’s how we interact with the economy. This is
not to say that many of us don’t live on our own, but most of us will spend a good deal of our
lives within some kind of family—defined by birth or by choice. While we have jobs and pursue a
variety of activities as individuals, we pool our earnings within a family. The big economic
decisions—whether to rent or buy, how much to set aside for retirement or college, or even
where to go on vacation—are decisions that we tend to make together, as a family. This is not
the traditional way economists look at the economy. Economists—and mythmakers—tend to tell
stories in which individuals, the heroes, drive the action. But if we start with the individual, not the
family, we won’t see how the changes in the divide between time for work and time for life have
affected family economic security.One conclusion from these three chapters is that while their
economic and home circumstances differ, families across the income spectrum share a
common concern: they have lost time. They must address conflicts between bringing in a
paycheck and caring for family members without an American Wife. This shared experience
gives policymakers an opportunity to craft a new agenda that would benefit all kinds of families.
This agenda, like the New Deal, could form the basis of a strong and stable political
coalition.7Throughout these three chapters—and the remainder of the book—I look across
families using precise definitions for low-income, middle-class, and professional families. I define
low-income families as those in the bottom third of families by income. Professional families are
those families both in the top 20 percent by income and in which at least one member of the
family holds at least a college degree. Middle-class families are everyone else, a little over half of
all families in 2012. (See the Appendix for more information on data and methods for defining
income groups across the earnings spectrum.)8Throughout the book, however, I also draw on a
wide range of research from across academic disciplines. To understand the economy, we must
do more than consult economic models; we need to see how the economy is embedded within a
society. For this reason I often cite research that uses a definition of low-income, middle-class,
and professional families that is different from my own. In doing so I lose some precision, but it



allows me to draw from a wider array of research. I note throughout where the definitions differ
from mine.In any conversation about family and income, we must consider the growing
importance of diversity by race and ethnicity in our society. By the mid-2040s, most Americans
will be nonwhite. Understanding the role of changes in family patterns across low-income,
middle-class, and professional families as they engage with the broader economy also requires
knowledge of our country’s racial and ethnic differences as we move toward becoming a
majority-minority society. These differences certainly matter in the work-life analyses and
proposed reforms presented in this book, and I highlight them throughout.In Chapter 5, I focus
on the core economic question: if we addressed the economic security needs of today’s families,
as the New Deal did for families in the 1930s, would this be good or bad for the economy
overall? What can we learn from economic theory and empirical evidence? Chapter 5 lays out
the basic theory of how the economy works, taking into account both sides of the system—
families and firms—and the role of conflicts between work and family life. Economists don’t see
the economy only from the perspective of firms; they see an economy that includes both firms
and families, as well as other actors, like government and international trade. What happens to
the family side of the system is just as important for the economy as what happens to the short-
term, bottom line of firms. Families house the workers whom firms hire and families buy most of
what firms produce. What happens inside families is an economic issue.Taking an economic
approach allows us to see the new challenges facing firms. Changes in families affect all aspects
of the economy. When employers could tap into the time and talents of their Silent Partner, the
American Wife, they could assume that most of their employees didn’t have regular conflicts
between family care and work. This doesn’t mean that conflicts never happened, but they were
the exception, not the rule. Today it’s the opposite. To get the most out of their workforce,
employers have to find ways to address these issues. The work-life reforms I explore in this book
could help businesses and families become more cost-effective than they are today.Armed with
a view that explains the full economy, not just one slice of it, I then turn to the solutions and the
real-world evidence showing that they work. There are four areas where we need new solutions
to the everyday economic problems facing middle-income, lower-income, and professional
workers. For shorthand, I call them Here (at home), There (at work), Care, and Fair.The first area
addresses a worker’s occasional need to be at home. There are days when a worker cannot be
at work because he’s sick, his child’s sick, or he needs to care for an ailing family member. This
doesn’t mean that he can’t hold down a job and be productive most of the time. But there will be
days when he needs a little time away from work. Or maybe he needs a week to care for his
mom when she breaks her hip or a few weeks to spend with his new baby. Without the security
of knowing he will have a job to go back to, he either risks his paycheck or risks not meeting
crucial off-the-job needs. The need to be Here (at home) cannot always come second to the
need to be There (at work).Especially for those on the middle and bottom rungs of the income
ladder, these kinds of justifiable absences from work must be paid. Otherwise, it’s a nice idea
but not one that is affordable. Two ideas whose time has come are to allow workers to earn paid



sick days, short-term leave for the occasional illness of a worker or their children, and paid family
and medical leave for at least twelve weeks for the good times, when the family welcomes a new
child, and the not-so-good times, when a seriously ill family member needs care. Only about two-
thirds of workers have paid sick days, and the overwhelming majority do not have paid family
and medical leave. Some employers and some states and cities have taken steps to change
this, but we need national coverage that includes all workers, not just some of us—and everyone
needs to know that they can use this leave without fear of retribution. Like our nation’s
longstanding rules on the minimum wage and workplace safety, paid sick days and paid family
leave should be required for all employees and employers, no exceptions.The second set of
ideas covers what happens when we’re at work. Work hours need to fit our lives. Some people
don’t get enough hours and cannot earn enough to pay their bills. Others have to cope with too
many hours, or too many hours at the wrong times. Schedules are too often tilted toward the
minute-by-minute demands of businesses, with little or no appreciation for the needs of workers.
To rebalance this relationship, we must address overwork, underwork, and unpredictable
schedules when people are There (at work).Some employers have taken positive steps, offering
their employees flexible schedules—be they hours that fit family life, or even telecommuting. The
evidence shows that such policies benefit both firms and families, by motivating workers to be at
their best at a company that cares about them and their families and by reducing turnover. But it
may not be in the short-term interest of some individual firms to adopt such measures, even if
doing so is good for the economy overall. That’s where policies to promote flexible schedules
that work for both employers and employees come in. We also need to strengthen the
protections of the New Deal–era Fair Labor Standards Act by limiting overwork for a larger swath
of workers, and putting in place greater scheduling predictability for workers up and down the
economic ladder. These steps improve the conditions for employees when they are at work and
thus boost the productivity of firms and the overall economy.Next are solutions to the daily
concern of who’s caring for those who need it. Families need high-quality, affordable solutions
for caring for children, the elderly, and the sick. One of the toughest choices a family makes is
finding the right caregiver for a young or ill family member. We need to ensure affordable, safe,
and enriching care for children and elders for every family who needs it. Our future depends on
it. Rethinking the 1971 comprehensive child-care legislation would be a good place to start, as
would be building on the work in cities and states today that are offering free or low-cost
universal access to pre-kindergarten for all three- and four-year-olds. For elder care, we need
better options both for keeping seniors at home and for long-term palliative care. Enabling
families to provide the best care for their children and elderly relatives delivers intergenerational
benefits to both families and society.Finally, these work-life systems must be Fair. With both men
and women in the workforce, at some point most of us need time off for family. But no one should
be discriminated against because they need some flexibility to care for their loved ones. And if
only some people have access to work-life policies that help them address conflicts between
work and family life—and those who do are afraid to use them—then this isn’t a real set of



solutions. Solutions must address the challenges up and down the economic spectrum. Some
ideas are now being tested in states and localities, such as prohibiting family responsibilities
discrimination, in conjunction with existing protections such as the Americans with Disabilities
Act; Title VII of the Civil Rights Act, which prohibits racial, ethnic, religious, and gender
discrimination in the workplace; and the Pregnancy Discrimination Act.Fairness also means
tailoring and adjusting workplace policies to meet the needs of different breadwinners in
different professions with different workplace needs. As the first half of the book documents, job
quality, incomes, and access to family-friendly workplace options look different depending on
where employees work. Work-life policies will not affect everyone the same way. What works for
one worker may not work for another. An option to telecommute may not help a working parent
whose home office has been turned into a playroom or the receptionists and line workers who
must physically be at work. But better scheduling practices may be especially helpful to all these
workers. Being Fair to all employees and employers means finding solutions for all families that
are uniformly adhered to by everyone.So we have a set of solutions: Here, There, Care, and Fair.
We don’t need one magic fix; we need policies in all four areas. And they need to cover
everyone, helping all kinds of families. Paid leave, for short-term and long-term needs and when
a new child comes into the family. Schedules that work for families, as well as for their
employers, that are predictable and don’t require too many—or too few—hours each week. High-
quality, affordable care for children and the aging. This is what’s fair; those who have care
responsibilities are not second-class or secondary workers. In the pages that follow, we’ll look at
how these fixes will affect the economy. We’ll learn how the overall economic benefit of
addressing these issues is just as important for low-income and middle-class families as for
professional families. The United States—one of the richest countries the world has ever seen—
can afford to do this; in fact, we cannot afford not to act. I won’t just assert this. I’ll show you the
evidence—evidence that I hope will convince you that we need to try a different path.The
Economics of Work-Life ConflictThroughout this book, I look at the economy as an economist. In
order to understand how policy affects the economy, economists, policymakers, and business
owners alike have to examine both demand and supply. The tough-love crowd has a point: there
are some added costs for businesses when implementing work-life policies—as there are with
implementing any policy. Yet these work-life reforms will enable workers—most of whom also
have care responsibilities—to meet the needs of their families and of the firms they work for in
better and more productive ways. There are economic benefits to implementing work-life
policies.Once we start thinking like economists, we can see where these benefits outweigh the
costs. I will show you how to spot not only the upfront costs but also the benefits, some hiding in
plain sight, and others requiring a broader macroeconomic lens to discern. We will look beyond
what the policy costs today to find the medium- and long-term benefits. We will then see how
policies that address work-life conflicts have many positive economic effects. Because these
policies address the ways our economy and society operate today, they not only improve
productivity and boost firms’ bottom line but also stabilize demand.Three conclusions emerge



from the evidence. First, overall economic performance and stability do not equal the short-term
performance of individual businesses. Opponents of reform often point to a single business’s
bottom line to make their case, but one business’s short-term interest is not—by a long shot—
the whole story of the economy. If we start thinking about the economy by first considering how
an employer will cope with a rise in costs, assuming no capacity to change prices or that the
rising cost has no positive effect on productivity, then we miss the full story about how the
economy really works. Once we think like an economist and look at both demand and supply, we
can see our economic system in full.What happens inside families is just as important to making
the economy hum along as what happens inside firms. We need both, but we must start with
families. Work-life policies make it easier for people to find and keep jobs, improving what
economists call the “labor supply.” This helps to grow and stabilize family income. Work-life
reforms are an important factor in the most fundamental of the Three M’s, the macroeconomy.
Further, work-life policies help families function, which is good for our future economy. Today’s
children are tomorrow’s workforce. They need their parents and their caregivers to help them
become the most productive workers they can be when they reach adulthood.Second, we need
public action. We need the collaboration of both the public and the private sectors to make sure
that all workers—from low-wage fast-food workers to C-suite executives—have workaday
schedules that fit their work and life. I’ll present a good deal of evidence that work-life policies
are good for the private sector, but even so, not every employer has embraced them. While
many businesses are leading the way, too many others are falling behind. That’s where public
policy must play a role.Third, we must blaze the trail anew, as policymakers did in the early part
of the twentieth century. This will require letting go of the partisan tropes we’re so used to falling
back on. Too often we’re told that advocates of new policies are putting values or fairness above
practical concerns, while supporters of laissez-faire are the ones who are serious about the
economy. This isn’t correct. For today’s economy, the question isn’t whether we should help
families with handouts; it’s how to help families so they can thrive as workers and consumers. To
boost long-term economic growth, businesses need a highly skilled workforce, ready and able to
work. In today’s economy, where most workers also have care responsibilities, this means we
must find ways to address conflicts between work and life. These conflicts aren’t trivial private
travails; they’re serious economic problems.The good news is that every idea discussed in this
book is being tested right now someplace in America. We can learn a good deal from these
experiences about what works—and what does not. One thing is clear: communities around the
nation are eager to address the economic and social changes of the past several decades. And
some leaders have been listening. A growing number of politicians find these to be winning
campaign issues. Once the policies are in place, they find that the economic evidence shows
that supporting working families across the income distribution is good for businesses and the
economy.This book is not about nostalgia for a bygone era. Like many, I watched Mad Men and
cringed at the casual sexism, racism, and homophobia (not to mention being flabbergasted by
the quantity of alcohol consumed mid-day). Our economy will not thrive by putting our hopes in



yesterday’s industries, either. Economic policy must be conducted with an eye to our national
interest, and this means maintaining our competitive advantage by having a high-skilled
workforce. This will not happen so long as we ignore the economic trends and solutions
presented in the pages that follow.We can, however, look back to learn about what worked and
why. Evidence shows that by acknowledging the full economic cycle—families and firms—we
can grow a stronger, more vibrant national economy. Thinking about the whole economy—not
just the firm’s supply side—isn’t a new idea. But unfortunately, it’s not one we’ve heard much
about recently. We’ve been driving around in the dark, lost. Our goal is to move beyond thinking
there is a trade-off between policies that address family economic security and policies that
promote economic growth. In the pages that follow, I’ll show why we need to consider instead
what is good for the economy as a whole. The evidence points to the conclusion that families—
and the institutions that support them—matter. Policymakers too often fail to recognize this and
instead keep taking the same road not because it’s the right way to go but because it’s
familiar.When I was in high school, I would drive into Seattle to see bands and sip coffee late into
the night, and I always ended up taking the long way home. I’d be a little anxious about stalling
my Datsun on one of the hills around the city, so when I saw Denny Way, I always turned onto it,
even though it led away from my home to Seattle’s Capitol Hill district. From there I navigated
winding hills and eventually ended up at home. A quick look at a map would have revealed the
freeway that heads straight to my house, but since my circuitous route was familiar, I stuck to it. I
should have known better, but I was just a kid. What excuse does the richest nation on earth
have for driving around in the dark like an adolescent? Just because our familiar arguments over
how best to help families and the economy lead us along well-trod paths doesn’t make them the
best ones we could be taking.

IOur Roots“Bleeding hearts” and advocates of tough love have been debating what
governments, firms, and families owe one another for centuries. The questions at the core of this
argument are always about who deserves a helping hand, how generous the handout should be,
and whether such help will ultimately lead people to economic ruin. One side argues that the
economically insecure need society’s help, while the other argues that people must deal with
their troubles on their own, for their own sake and for the good of the economy.This debate
hinges on the idea that social policy keeps people out of the job market and reduces economic
efficiency. The economist Arthur Okun perhaps most eloquently laid out the economic rationale
for this view. In his 1975 book Equality and Efficiency: The Big Tradeoff, he argued that while it
might be nice to provide supports to those in need—and the public may push leaders toward this
path—such action undermines growth. Policymakers can either provide transfers to those at the
bottom or promote economic efficiency; they can’t do both. Providing benefits for those at the
bottom of the income distribution paid for by taxes on those higher up both reduces employment
incentives and inefficiently allocates resources. He used a well-known proverb to frame his
fundamental concern, saying, “We can’t have our cake of market efficiency and share it equally.”



While Okun may not have planned it this way, his argument easily morphs into one where any
government support is seen to hinder economic growth.1This long-running debate—and Okun’s
formulation—miss almost entirely the key economic issues facing today’s families. A debate
starting with the premise that a handout reduces the incentive to work ignores how some help in
fact makes it possible for workers to become and remain active in our economy. It focuses us on
the poor, when we also need to see the economic challenges facing the middle class and even
professional families. In a world where the American Wife is also the American Worker (and the
American Worker is also a caregiver), the idea that policies that address family economic
security automatically undermine those that promote economic growth no longer makes sense.
A helping hand may be exactly what families and firms need to ensure that workers are available
to take jobs and that employees are able to get to work and fully participate in the labor force. Yet
we continue to be locked into a volley of arguments and counterarguments in this outdated
debate.We can trace this debate back to the dawn of the Industrial Revolution in England. The
1597 and 1601 Poor Laws gave responsibility for the sick, the aged, orphans, and the
unemployed to local parish leaders. Parliament implemented this system after King Henry VIII
confiscated the property of monasteries and common lands were enclosed, leading to the
eviction of tenant farmers. Between 1536 and 1541, Henry VIII closed nearly 900 religious
institutions—monasteries, nunneries, friaries, and others—and appropriated the property,
leaving tens of thousands of people without a home or a vocation. This affected not only those in
the religious orders but also the servants, staff, and others who relied on these institutions for
employment and income. Additionally, these religious establishments were the main providers of
charity, and their demise left the poor with nowhere to turn for help. The English state’s answer
was the Poor Laws. These laws made local parishes responsible for providing support to poor
people living in their homes and jobs for the able-bodied.2Over the course of the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, the English economy underwent another profound economic change:
the Industrial Revolution. As Adam Smith documented in The Wealth of Nations, changes in how
goods were produced fundamentally transformed the economy. The invention of the steam
engine and other new technologies forever altered the process of production. In the 1700s, for
example, families wove cotton fabric at home using a wooden handloom. Edmund Cartwright’s
invention of the steam-powered loom changed not only the rate of fabric production, but also
how and where production occurred. By 1830, a weaver at a power loom could produce forty
times as much fabric in a day as he could have in 1800 with more rudimentary tools. Weavers
who used to work at home on their own loom now walked over to a factory to work on a power
loom they did not own. Investments in big machinery were costly, and only those who had
enough money to invest in the new power looms owned factories. This nascent industrialization,
preceded by the tumult of the confiscation of the Catholic Church’s riches and the closure of the
commons, all created the need for a new kind of social policy.3As industrialization proceeded,
the debate over what governments, firms, and families owed one another became focused on
how to ensure that charity did not get in the way of finding and keeping a job. Getting people to



work in the newly emerging industries wasn’t always easy. Many were wary of working in what
the poet William Blake termed the “satanic mills” spawned by the Industrial Revolution. For
England, the 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act settled the debate over who could—and should—
work for nearly a century. This act required that the poor be incarcerated in a poorhouse—known
more colloquially as the workhouse—where anyone deemed able-bodied was put to work.
Conditions were dreadful. Most would do anything to avoid entering the workhouse, as
evocatively portrayed in the novels of Charles Dickens.4The English cleric and scholar Thomas
Malthus was an ardent advocate for the 1834 reforms. In his famous article “An Essay on the
Principle of Population,” first published in 1798, Malthus argued that poor relief served only to
immiserate the poor because it encouraged them to rely on charity rather than employment. The
way to aid the poor was to refuse aid and thereby encourage economic independence: “The love
of independence is a sentiment that surely none would wish to be erased from the breast of
man, though the parish law of England, it must be confessed, is a system of all others the most
calculated gradually to weaken this sentiment, and in the end may eradicate it completely.”5 In
this incarnation of the age-old debate over the proper role of government, Malthus argued that
government support put a family on the path of dependence on handouts because accepting
charity was easier than taking the path toward economic independence by finding work. It was
an either/or proposition; there was no role for government to play in encouraging greater
employment other than restricting assistance to the poorhouse.The experience of the United
States was similar to that of England, but differed in key ways. Early American settlers were
mostly farmers, as in England, but in North America, land was abundant and there was no
landed gentry to keep people from working it. What was similar in both countries before the
Industrial Revolution was that families produced most of what they consumed. In preindustrial
England and America, women and men worked on the farm side-by-side, along with children
and the aged. We can see this even in the English word “economics,” which traces back to the
Greek word “oikonomikós,” a combination of “oîko,” house, and “nómos,” manager.By the mid-
nineteenth century, industrialization had transformed economic and social life in the United
States, leading to new insecurities and new debates over what governments, firms, and families
owed one another. These economic changes meant that more goods were produced at a far
lower cost. Consumption rose, as did life expectancy as a result of public health programs,
better access to health care, and improved sanitation. The nature of work also changed. Most
people were no longer self-employed agrarians but wage-earning employees. Industrialization,
moreover, shifted to where families lived. In 1840, about one in nine people lived in urban areas,
but by 1920, urban-dwellers had grown to more than half of the population. The mass exodus to
the city happened alongside changes in the composition of households. Rather than multiple
generations living under one roof, families became more likely to consist of parents and their
minor children.6The Industrial Revolution transformed the nature of economic insecurity in two
specific ways. Instead of the family being its own economic production unit, its survival was now
dependent on a firm and the job it gave the family breadwinner. On the farm, a husband’s



incapacitation created hardship, but other family members could usually step in to help. In the
new industrial economy, families tended to interact with the economy through one person
earning a family wage (or such was the aspiration, at least). When the family breadwinner could
not work—because he was sick or had an on-the-job accident, lost his job because of an
increasingly ugly boom-and-bust industrial cycle, died, or abandoned his household—the family
often had little to fall back on.The idea that a single breadwinner could support a family on his
earnings alone had become the ideal of trade unionists and other worker advocates by the end
of the nineteenth century. The historian Martha May quotes a 1905 issue of the Shoe Workers’
Journal that stated that a living wage should be “sufficient to maintain life for the worker and
those dependent upon him.… Everything necessary to the life of a normal man must be
included in the living wage: the right to marriage, the right to have children, and to educate
them.”7 This idea of the family wage served two purposes: it provided a moral (and economic)
foundation for wages high enough to support a family, and it reinforced the idea that women did
not belong in the workforce.8The crisis of the Great Depression, which pushed the U.S.
unemployment rate from 5 percent in 1929 up to more than 20 percent just two years later,
underscored the necessity of addressing the economic insecurity of families. The unemployed
began to camp in “Hoovervilles,” or shantytowns, and mass unemployment led to mass
discontent. Radical protests and labor strikes proliferated across America, and marchers
descended on Washington. This unrest combined with political pressure from communist revolts
abroad pressured U.S. political leaders to take steps to mitigate the crisis. Franklin Delano
Roosevelt was elected in 1932 with 57 percent of the popular vote, winning all but six states.
With the New Deal, he put in place a set of policies that addressed the specific ways that
unemployment could decimate family finances. His administration laid out the nation’s first set of
rules aimed at reducing conflicts between work and stable family life.9The New Deal is referred
to as if it were a single piece of legislation, but it was actually dozens of separate bills and
regulations covering areas as diverse as manufacturing, agriculture, and banking. Three pieces
of the New Deal puzzle are especially relevant for the argument of this book, the 1935 Social
Security Act, the 1935 National Labor Relations Act, and the 1938 Fair Labor Standards Act.
Together these three laws continue to define what government, firms, and families owe one
another in terms of the day-in, day-out conflicts between work and family life and what happens
when a breadwinner can no longer work or is unemployed. This policy agenda marked a turning
point in economic thinking in the United States. Instead of viewing social policy primarily as a
disincentive to getting or keeping a job, the New Deal put in place policies to help out those who
worked for a living. It laid out a clear boundary between time for work and time for families as
they looked in that era.The United States was not the first country to embark on an ambitious
program of proemployment welfare-state policies. European countries had begun to experiment
with a similar group of social policies about half a century before. In the late 1880s, Germany’s
first chancellor, Otto von Bismarck, put in place old-age pensions, accident insurance, and
medical care programs, thereby establishing the first modern welfare system. These programs



were modeled on reforms already established in Prussia and Saxony before he unified those
kingdoms and other German principalities into the nation of Germany. The United Kingdom
undertook similar reforms in the early 1900s, and, like Germany, set up old-age pensions as well
as unemployment and health-care funds. The purpose of these programs was to address the
series of market failures that had emerged through industrialization, leaving families with new
kinds of economic insecurity—even those who wanted to work but sometimes could not.10The
Woman behind the New DealThe ideas embodied in the New Deal didn’t emerge out of thin air.
The seeds had been germinating for decades in states and cities around the United States, as
well as within the private sector. Progressive reformers in the late 1800s and early 1900s had
developed—and tested—a set of ideas to address the new economic insecurities caused by the
urban industrial economy. They worked to establish state laws to limit the length of the workday,
to prohibit child labor, to provide unemployment insurance, to implement health and safety
regulations to prevent deaths by fire and on-the-job accidents, and to ensure that widows and
orphans didn’t have to turn to begging—or worse, stealing or prostitution—to support
themselves. These policies gave Franklin D. Roosevelt a menu of fully formed ideas that would
become the New Deal.In 1932, when Roosevelt won his first presidential election, Frances
Perkins was a leader among Progressive-era reformers. She would become the driving force
behind the three pillars supporting our nation’s employment and family policy—Social Security,
fair labor laws, and meaningful labor standards—leading the charge inside the White House to
push the legislation through Congress. In her view, the proper role of government was to guide
families and firms toward a system that would give families real economic security and
encourage a strong and competitive economy. Her reforms were grounded in the idea that the
recipients of government support would work for a living; these were help-outs, not handouts.
Her story sheds light on why the New Deal was successful and provides a number of lessons for
how to think about work-life policies today.11Perkins came to policy work after being exposed to
the economic challenges facing working families. She grew up in a well-to-do family in Maine
and attended Mount Holyoke College in South Hadley, Massachusetts, at a time when very few
women (and very few men) graduated from college.12 In her senior year, she took a course on
American economic history where she learned about industrialization in the United States and
Britain. She saw firsthand the economic realities of families of her day when she visited the mills
on the Connecticut River in the neighboring city of Holyoke. Perkins later said of that
experience,From the time I was in college I was horrified at the work that many women and
children had to do in factories. There were absolutely no effective laws that regulated the
number of hours they were permitted to work. There were no provisions which guarded their
health nor adequately looked after their compensation in case of injury. Those things seemed
very wrong. I was young and was inspired with the idea of reforming, or at least doing what I
could, to help change those abuses.13This question of how society must reshape itself to cope
with the newly industrialized economy informed her career.After graduating, Perkins took a
teaching job at Ferry Hall, an elite school for girls in Lake Forest, Illinois, north of Chicago. There,



she spent her evenings and weekends at Hull House, the first so-called settlement house. These
were places where university-educated women engaged with the local community and provided
services, such as day care, classes, or help with employment, as well as where they developed
and shared new policy ideas. Jane Addams, cofounder of the Hull House, described their work
as “close cooperation with the neighborhood people, scientific study of the causes of poverty
and dependence, communication of [these] facts to the public, and persistent pressure for
[legislative and social] reform.”14 It was at Hull House that Perkins became one of an emerging
group of progressive leaders, many of them women.In 1910, Perkins took a prominent position
leading the National Consumers League in New York City. There, in 1911, she witnessed the
infamous Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire, which killed 146 people, 123 of whom were women
and girls. The doors of the factory were locked and the only escape route was through ninth-floor
windows, which the fire truck’s ladders couldn’t reach. Many chose to jump to their deaths rather
than burn alive. After watching this horrific tragedy from across the street, Perkins focused her
efforts on policies to improve workplace safety. She became a social worker and the driving
force behind the newly established New York State Factory Investigating Commission.15It was
also in New York City that Perkins met Franklin Delano Roosevelt. In 1929, when he became
governor of New York, Roosevelt appointed her as New York State industrial commissioner.
Then, in 1933, a week before his inauguration as president of the United States, Roosevelt
called Perkins to his office to invite her to serve as the first secretary of labor and the first woman
to hold a cabinet-level position in the United States (and, as such, the first woman in line for the
presidency). She was ready with a plan. All along, Perkins had kept notes of what needed to
change for workers and their families. She preserved the ideas “on individual slips of paper,
storing them in the lower right-hand desk drawer,” waiting for the right moment to unfold them.
According to the biography by Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist Kirstin Downey, Perkins told
Roosevelt that she would take the job on one condition: he must agree to support her work-life
reforms.16Perkins presented Roosevelt with a to-do list for the family of the 1930s. This list
covered the most common reasons for economic insecurity for working families in her day. It
included addressing unemployment through temporary public works, prohibiting child labor,
instituting an eight-hour day and a minimum wage, creating workers’ compensation for those
injured on the job, establishing workers’ safety regulations, devising plans for a national system
of unemployment insurance, and creating an old-age pension. These reforms became the
cornerstones of the New Deal. The benefit programs for the aged and the unemployed were the
core elements of the Social Security Act, while the prohibition of child labor, the eight-hour-day,
and the minimum wage were combined into the Fair Labor Standards Act. Perkins understood
the importance of giving workers a voice, and she was a fierce advocate for the National Labor
Relations Act, which gave workers the right to unionize, even when her boss was not always as
keen as she was on the idea.17Perkins navigated a new path through the old debate. In the
sections that follow, we will see how her proposals were carefully tailored to the needs of her
time. A few conclusions jump out. First, this wasn’t a welfare agenda; this was an agenda to



support working families and reduce economic insecurity. Key pieces of the New Deal elevated
what the historian Michael Katz later called the “deserving poor,” those who should receive
assistance because they were striving to be part of the workforce. These were not handouts to
encourage people to disengage from the economy when they could not work. Rather, they were
help-outs for those for whom work wasn’t possible (the young, the old, the sick) or for whom
work wasn’t available (the unemployed). They also governed the time spent on work and the
ability of workers to bargain over working conditions with their employer.18Second, Perkins’s
reforms established the roles of government, firms, and families in addressing economic
insecurity in that era—not for all time, but for that time. The New Deal was grounded in
contemporary assumptions about what families looked like and how they interacted with the
economy. Specifically, the policies were designed for an economy in which most women married
and did not work outside the home, and most men assumed the role of family breadwinner and
so needed a family wage. Policymakers did not need to prioritize the issue of how workers split
their time between work and care. In Perkins’s day, she—a married mother and breadwinner—
was the exception to the rule. Most women who worked outside the home did so out of necessity
because the male breadwinner was incapacitated or no longer around.19The ideal of a stay-at-
home mother never applied to the families of African American or immigrant women, many of
whom toiled in the homes of upper-class whites. In 1920, married African American women were
five times more likely than white married women to work outside the home. Further, many
working women were newcomers to the United States. But the family with a male breadwinner
was the norm among whites and among the majority of families.20It wasn’t just that women were
unlikely to work outside the home. Leading Progressive-era feminists actively sought to
encourage families to adopt the male breadwinner/female homemaker model in the belief that
this was best for children and mothers. Some activists did seek a set of policies that would
support working women, but the overriding sentiment at the time was that policymakers should
not actively encourage women to take outside employment. There were good reasons for this
position. At the time, work was typically arduous, often unsafe, and the hours were long. This
was not good for anyone, but working conditions were especially hard for pregnant women and
mothers of young children. Seeing women’s employment as a choice, however, didn’t change
the fact that the women who were in the workplace were there out of necessity; they needed the
money.21Third, every item on Perkins’s list had already been put in place somewhere within the
United States. Perkins was able to look to state and local models for inspiration and validation.
State and local policy experimentation showed what worked—and what did not—as well as how
social policy interacted with the economy. Further, it demonstrated the public’s appetite—at least
at the local level—for this new and practical set of work-life ideas.Finally, the New Deal reforms
were not always inclusive. Political compromises often meant that some people and families
were not covered. The politics of the day drove these choices, as did the capacity of the
government to implement and enforce reforms. At the end of the day, to get the votes necessary
to pass the legislation into law, many of the New Deal’s employment protections and social



policies included eligibility rules that categorically excluded African Americans.22The
combination of these factors points to a key failing of the New Deal: the needs of workers with
caregiving responsibilities were left out, as were the needs of many of those who worked for pay
as caregivers, mostly women of color. Perkins successfully pushed for her reforms in the decade
just after women had earned the right to vote and during the heyday of Jim Crow in the South.
Perkins was the lone woman among the men of Roosevelt’s cabinet. To this day, however, the
lack of attention to the compromises made at the time limited the economic benefits of the New
Deal—a serious flaw that has continued to reverberate in the decades since. Today, families
have neither policies to let them stay at home nor policies to support them when they work
outside the home. Therein lies the key contradiction still facing families.The Social Security Act
of 1935The premise of the Social Security Act was that to be economically secure, families
needed a system to replace the earnings of a male breadwinner when he was too old to work,
couldn’t find work, or died. In the inner workings of the legislation, Perkins strove to forge a new
path beyond the age-old debate between advocates and opponents of government action. The
Social Security Act would help those who could not work and would encourage, not discourage,
work. To this end, it created two national social insurance programs: retirement benefits for
workers after they reached the age of sixty-five and unemployment compensation administered
by the states for workers who had lost their jobs through no fault of their own. The act also
created federal grants for states to run means-tested programs for the aged and the blind, as
well as for maternal and child health and welfare services, and public health services and
vocational rehabilitation services.23The retirement program—what we call Social Security—is
paid out of current workers’ contributions (a “pay-as-you-go” system), with employers paying an
equal amount. Eligibility depends on a worker’s—or her or (less likely) his spouse’s—history of
employment and payment into the system. The contribution side of the system is regressive as
the tax applies only to earned income up to a fixed maximum, set at $118,500 for 2015. The
distribution side, however, is progressive, repaying more to low earners relative to their
contributions. The system was designed to supplement, not supplant, private pensions.24The
retirement program built on ideas that were implemented in the decades prior to the New Deal.
The sociologist Theda Skocpol argues that the Civil War Pension program, which began in 1862
shortly after the start of the war, laid the groundwork for the retirement program. Originally, the
Civil War Pension gave benefits only to Union soldiers disabled in the line of duty. Later, it was
expanded to cover both Union and Confederate veterans who became disabled later in life, and
eventually veterans in old age. Widows and orphans could also qualify for benefits equal to what
would have been available to their veteran husbands and fathers. By 1910, nearly half a century
after the war ended, the veterans’ pension program covered just under a third (28 percent) of
men over age sixty-four and about 300,000 widows, orphans, and other dependents.25We tend
to think of Social Security’s retirement program as universal, that is, covering everyone, but the
original program was quite restricted. Federal and state employees, agricultural workers, and
domestic workers were ineligible. As a result, when the act was signed into law in 1935, about



20.1 million employed workers, or about half of all workers, were excluded from retirement
benefits. We don’t know for sure why policymakers excluded workers in these fields; hearings on
the matter included testimony that collecting taxes from them would be very difficult. But, we do
know that Roosevelt needed the votes of Southern Democrats concerned that this policy might
either reduce labor supply or lead to demands for higher wages among African Americans. We
also know that coverage played out along the lines of race: among those working, about two-
thirds of African Americans were not covered, compared with only one-third of whites. The law
has been expanded over time, and now nearly the entire labor force is covered. Further, it has
been extended to cover the disabled who cannot work. In 1956 Social Security was expanded to
cover long-term disabilities, and in 1972 it was amended to include those born with disabilities.
Still, some people have had to wait a very long time to be included.26The unemployment
insurance system provides income support to workers who have lost their jobs through no fault
of their own. When workers and their families are dependent on wages to make ends meet,
involuntary unemployment has a devastating effect on family well-being. Like Social Security’s
retirement program, unemployment compensation is similar to insurance: workers’ income risks
are pooled and payments into the system are made on the basis of expected benefits. However,
in this case, the states each set their own eligibility rules and benefit levels. If workers meet their
state’s requirements (such as a minimum duration of employment, sufficient earnings, and a
qualifying reason for losing their job through no fault of their own), they are eligible to receive
benefits regardless of wealth or nonwage income. The funds for unemployment insurance
typically come from a tax on employers, although some states tax employees as well.The states
provided a model for this program. In 1932, Wisconsin created the first unemployment
compensation system, which was quickly followed by similar programs in six other states,
including New York, where Perkins helped with the initial planning.27The unemployment
insurance system, like the retirement program, categorically excluded a wide variety of workers.
Agricultural and domestic workers, professionals, nonprofit employees, and workers in federal,
state, and local governments were all left out. Even today after extensions, while the
unemployment insurance system imposes payroll taxes for nearly every employee, restrictions
related to work histories and hours mean that only about 40 percent of the unemployed actually
receive benefits. Because states set the eligibility rules and the benefit levels, coverage and
benefits vary widely across the country. The rules often mean that those with a history of
intermittent work or part-time employment are less likely to be eligible, which reduces the
program’s coverage for women and people of color.28The other program for able-bodied adults
is what is commonly known as “welfare” for widows and children. Aid to Dependent Children,
which later became Aid to Families with Dependent Children, and more recently Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families, was originally designed to provide support to the children of
widows. This was a charitable program; without husbands, widows would need help from the
state. To encourage employment, however, the program gave benefits to dependent children
only up until the age of fifteen and did not give assistance to their parents, though they needed



to live with a parent or guardian in order to be eligible. Unlike Social Security and unemployment
insurance, the welfare program was paid out of general tax revenues.29The program was
modeled on the Mothers’ Pensions, which by 1931 had been established in forty-six states and
what were then the territories of Hawaii and Alaska, as well as the District of Columbia. Mothers’
Pensions emerged from an early-twentieth-century movement to give cash payments to families
with children without male earnings.30From the start, Aid to Dependent Children excluded
certain families from receiving assistance. Up until 1960, states could require that children live in
“suitable homes” in order to receive benefits, which most frequently meant denying benefits to
never-married mothers, who were more often African American. Today this program has
stringent work requirements and is time-limited. However, when changes were made to this
legislation in 1996, Congress also increased funding for programs that would help parents be
both caregivers and workers, by increasing funding to help pay for child care and health
insurance, raising the minimum wage, and expanding the Earned Income Tax Credit.31National
Labor Relations ActTo find private-sector solutions that work for both employers and employees,
the two sides need a way to hash out their differences of opinion on a level playing field.
Progressive-era advocates—Frances Perkins included—understood that there’s only so much
government can do. The balance of power is on the employers’ side, and if they refuse to
engage with employees about the boundary between time for work and time for life, how work is
done, or what constitutes a fair day’s pay, then it can be nearly impossible to find any solution
that works for both sides. This is where unions come in. Unions can advocate on behalf of their
members so that government doesn’t have to step in.In the early twentieth century, no legal right
existed for workers to form a union. They could try, but at the time the laws were such that
employers could turn to the courts to thwart them. The National Labor Relations Act, signed into
law in 1935, gave workers the right to form unions and bargain on their own behalf without
retaliation from employers. The act also established the National Labor Relations Board, which
ensures that union elections are fair and that both the union and the employer play by the rules.
This act was effective in boosting union coverage. By 1940, union membership had nearly
doubled, up to nine million union members.32Here, too, Perkins had models for how to give
workers a voice. In 1932, Congress passed the Norris-LaGuardia Act, which gave unions the
right to organize and strike by curbing courts’ powers to issue injunctions and restraining orders
against strikes. That law prohibited federal courts from enforcing “yellow dog” contracts, which
barred workers from joining unions or forced them to end existing union membership. This
opened the door for the National Labor Relations Act, and importantly, gave evidence that such
legislation could be successfully implemented.33All workers need a voice, but unions have a
track record of excluding some from their ranks. In the early twentieth century, the craft unions of
the American Federation of Labor (AFL) focused on organizing skilled workers, typically white
men, to the exclusion of women and African Americans. As documented by the sociologist Ruth
Milkman, the AFL “viewed women and other skilled workers as ‘unorganizable.’ ”34 One
implication of the exclusion of women and people of color is that unions focused only on what



pertained to their members, not on the kinds of work-life conflicts that result from women’s
employment, or on the domestic or care workers, who were (and still are) most commonly
women of color. In fact, the goal for many unions—like that of some Progressive-era feminists—
was for a man to earn a family wage that was enough to support his family without his wife’s
having to work.Unions are far more inclusive today. African Americans make up about 14
percent of union members—about the same as their share of the total U.S. population—and
women now account for 45 percent of all union members. Unions have also made progress on
supporting issues important to workers with care responsibilities, such as paid sick days, paid
family leave, and schedules that work for employees. One indication of how far unions have
come is that in 1992, the Labor Project for Working Families was formed with the goal of building
“alliances between unions, advocacy and community groups to advance and implement family-
friendly workplace policies such as family leave, paid sick days and worker-controlled flexibility.”
The Labor Project highlights best practices in union contracts from around the country so that
other people in unions—and those without a union—can share ideas on how to put in place
policies that meet the needs of today’s families.35The Fair Labor Standards ActThe third pillar of
the New Deal is the 1938 Fair Labor Standards Act, which prohibited child labor, established a
minimum wage, and defined a regular workweek as forty hours. It was crafted to address the
work-life issues of its day and to create limits to how much time employers could demand of their
workers and under what conditions. When Congress passed the act into law, its intent was to
encourage employers to curtail the long hours of their current employees and to put more people
to work. When enacted, it meant a change in the ability of employers to do whatever they
wanted. While unions could bargain for higher wages and working conditions on the job, this act
set an economy-wide floor for wages and a ceiling for hours.The Fair Labor Standards Act pulled
together the good ideas that had been tested in the states and laid out new national standards.
First, it prohibited child labor. In the early twentieth century, children often toiled long hours in
factories and coal mines. Working upward of twelve hours a day near dangerous machinery,
children regularly suffered serious injuries. They were typically paid less than adults, and
employers could hire them instead of adult workers to keep labor costs down. This lowered adult
employment rates and earnings. Child labor was also bad for the economy more generally, since
child laborers were not in school learning the skills they would need to be productive adults. But
children worked in no small part because their parents didn’t earn enough.The act also set a
federal minimum wage and rules on overtime, defining the standard workweek at forty hours.
The minimum wage was initially set to $0.25. In terms of overtime protections, workers covered
by the law must be paid 150 percent of their usual hourly wage for any hours they work beyond
forty in a given week. These overtime provisions cover only workers who are paid hourly wages,
which today is about six in ten workers, and certain lower-paid salaried workers. The law does
not address employee-led flexibility, scheduling issues, predictability of hours, sufficient hours,
or part-time parity. Employers can demand unlimited hours of work from “exempt” employees, or
those who are not eligible for overtime pay.36The original legislation was passed following



decades of state efforts to establish labor standards by restricting child labor, setting a minimum
wage, and limiting excessive work hours, primarily for women and children. By 1913, the
minimum age for factory work was set at fourteen in thirty-nine out of forty-eight states. In 1897,
the Women’s Trade Union League adopted the minimum wage as a goal for policy as a way to
address the low wages of garment workers in factories, and states began to pass minimum-
wage laws for women. In 1913, Massachusetts became the first state to pass such a law; by
1923, minimum-wage laws for women were in place in sixteen states. As early as the mid-
nineteenth century, most skilled trade workers had won legislation giving them the right to a ten-
hour workday.37Frances Perkins also had a federal model to look to on these issues. In 1933,
President Roosevelt established the National Recovery Administration to promote economic
recovery and create industry-wide workplace protections, excluding domestic and agricultural
workers. Although the administration was dismantled two years later, it demonstrated that it was
possible to implement overtime protections and wage requirements that could help workers
without damaging the economy.38Like the Social Security Act, the Fair Labor Standards Act did
not cover all workers. Its overtime provisions excluded domestic and agricultural workers. These
were jobs typically held by African Americans, especially in the South. As with the Social
Security Act, Roosevelt needed the votes of white Southern Democrats to pass the legislation
into law. Historians have argued that, as with the Social Security Act, the politics of getting the
bill passed included racial bias.39Also like the Social Security Act, the Fair Labor Standards Act
has been updated over time. As of January 2015, the federal minimum wage stood at $7.25 an
hour, although twenty-nine states and the District of Columbia have set a higher threshold.
However, even today, the overtime provisions of the law leave out most salaried employees.
Employees who earn more than $455 a week, or about $23,600 a year; who are paid on a salary
basis with a “guaranteed minimum”; and who perform exempt job duties within certain jobs;
including but not limited to police and other first responders, executives, and administrators, are
all excluded. In June 2015, the Department of Labor proposed a new regulation to increase this
earnings threshold to $50,440—the first increase in forty years—about what it would be had it
had kept pace with inflation. And it was only in January 2015 that home care workers—those
who work in people’s homes tending to the sick and elderly—finally received overtime and
minimum-wage protections.40The Legacy of Perkins and the New DealPerkins left us more than
an alphabet soup of government programs. She showed that there were effective ways to
address family economic security that were both pragmatic and bipartisan. She learned from
people who worked for a living, from the successes at the state and local levels, and from the
relationships that she actively cultivated with business leaders. Her agenda did not create
handouts; it established a set of rules and programs to support work, including putting
boundaries on employees’ time.Perkins had found the right path for her era. The policy agenda
she helped put into place was good not only for families but also for the economy. The decades
that followed the New Deal and the end of World War II have been called the “golden age” of
U.S. capitalism. Up until the mid-1970s, the economy grew at a healthy clip and hovered near full



employment, while inflation and interest rates remained at reasonable levels. Even if many other
factors contributed to the performance of the economy, it’s clear that the New Deal social
policies discussed here were not harming the economy.New Deal–era policies and reforms to
those programs invested in families, creating economic security and sustained consumer
demand, which led to investment and growth while also improving productivity. These policies
rewarded work and supported greater adult employment by limiting hours—creating demand for
more employees—and removing children from the workforce. By lowering inequality and
improving economic security in families, these policies provided a foundation to stabilize and
grow consumer demand. Decades of research confirms that in times of high unemployment,
unemployment benefits have a strong, positive effect on demand. The minimum wage stabilizes
consumption for workers at the low end of the wage ladder, as well as potentially boosting
productivity at the very low end of the labor market. Consistent consumption growth signals to
business that consumers will be there in the future and promotes business investment.41
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Paul, “A good antidote for apathy about work-life policies. I was undoubtedly one of the people
the author bemoans, educated in the late 1970s, who would say of course family-friendly
policies such as paid leave and support of caregivers is a great idea, but not in the top-ten of
importance. This book does a complete and thorough job of opening my eyes. So much of our
economic theory is about decision-making, and is founded on an age-old concept of the head-of-
household or lady-of-household as the decider. When the nature of the decision-maker
changes, we need to go back and re-evaluate all the theories that were built on that shifting
foundation. That leads to some different conclusions and priorities.This book is very well written,
gets to the point quickly, yet the personal anecdotes help make the text friendly and
approachable. There's enough data to be rigorous but not so much as to put anyone asleep.The
thought process that went into this book would, I think, be useful in other areas of government
policy, such as the approach to wealth inequality and even health care. I think this insight could
be very valuable and hope the author will write more along these lines. (I see there is at least
one more book, which I will surely read next.)I was happy to read that the author is offering
advice to the Biden-Harris team, who I hope will give it serious thought. It is acknowledged late
in the book that a key unanswered question is how much leave to require. I hope that the
(hopefully) new president will come up with a very specific, well-balanced proposal to take to the
Congress, so no one is tempted to get enmeshed in analysis paralysis.We've learned a couple
of things from COVID that one needs to look out for. First, there is no limit to the willingness of
some firms to sacrifice their employees' time, health, and happiness in order to get the jump on
competitors. Whatever policies you come up with, they need to be universal. And second, when
you listed potential sources of resistance, you missed a big one. There is a certain sizable
element of the population, and an even larger fraction of the Congress, that is deeply offended
by any policy that implies that people or government should do something that helps others, or
that any one person shares responsibility for others' health or happiness. Witness the mask-
wearing debate. Even if the current president is appropriately flushed, there will still be great
resistance to your built-in assumption that government has a duty to help anyone.”

Luis Monroy Gómez Franco, “Great introduction to the economics of work life balance. Although
heavily focused on the US case, "Finding Time" is an excellent introduction to the analysis of the
transformations in the economy that the mass participation of women in the labor market
implied. In particular, it highlights the conflicts between reproductive/care work and market work,
and how the structures of the second have failed to follow the changes that have occurred in the
first one, hurting workers, families and the economy in general. It also highlights how this
changes have a different incidence and effects depending on the income available to the
households, leading to different adjustment strategies and costs in terms of the well being of
household members.”



dcmenina, “Highly accessible and solution-focused. This is hands down the most accessible
book on an economic topic I've read. Boushey is brilliant for not only naming the problem (The
American Wife as the Silent Partner for American Business), but for making sure that the
solutions she is offering are already tried and tested. Brava!”

Harriet Fraad, “excellent informative. excellent informative”

Ben, “A wonderful book on a crucial topic. A wonderful book on a crucial topic! This book tackles
an issue affecting most American families: work-life conflict. Boushey does a comprehensive job
tackling the problem from several angles. She provides rich historical details, a thorough
overview of the most relevant data, a guide to the key economic mechanisms behind work-life
conflict, and several well-considered policy responses. (Boushey also provides the reader with
an appendix of detailed information on data sources and methods as well as a trove of rich
source material.)This is a important scholarly work, yet Boushey presents her arguments in
captivating way, holding the reader’s attention through a combination of reasoned analysis and
lighter examples, including a few vivid metaphors. As one example, Boushey describes the
disruptive transitions in the workforce as analogous in destructive horse to the eruption of Mt. St.
Helens. Yet, as time passed, the mountain recovered, and today, hikers can walk to the rim of the
mountain’s new summit, since there are numerous new paths up the mountain. Likewise, despite
the disruption in labor markets and family life, there are important ways that policy can respond
to give us new paths forward.Boushey describes four essential ways forward: (1) policies
addressing family and health leave for workers, (2) policies focused on predictable and
reasonable work schedules, (3) policies addressing high-quality childcare and elder-care, and
(4) efforts to ensure that solutions reach those throughout society. Boushey makes compelling
arguments that these policy responses to work-life conflict are within our means as a society,
given the economic mechanisms at hand.This book is essential reading for anyone interested in
the problems work-life conflict.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Five Stars. Wonderful book!”

The book by Heather Boushey has a rating of  5 out of 4.4. 18 people have provided feedback.
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