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It my great pleasure to be with you today to discuss balance and change – two aspects of life that challenge women every where.   When I received your invitation I was excited because this topic is dear to my heart and my own life as well.  But first, of course there was baccalaureate, commencement, two weekends of alumnae reunion programming, an eighth-grade research project on the inventor of the steamboat, a staff retreat, and a guinea pig cage that was starting to stink in the 95 degree heat.

You know this picture, I’m sure.  We’re constantly shifting our behavior and attention to achieve a momentary state of equilibrium – to cope with the high demands of home and work, commitments and aspirations, opportunities and limits.  Equilibrium, I am coming to understand, is always temporary, transitory, shifting -- always requiring attention, nuance, intelligence and flexibility.  

Unfortunately, complex challenges of work/life balance and change are not typically portrayed with nuance by the media and there are too few honest public conversations among women about it.  As I look at the popular media coverage of work-life issues for women, I see the issues characterized in the following ways:

* as a war between “mommies”

* as an all-or-nothing choice between family or career (“opting in” or “opting 
 
   out”)

* as a matter of personal preference rather than a problem of workplace policies

* as a problem only facing college-educated middle to upper middle class women 

* as a personal problem to be solved by an individual woman with her spouse and  
   children

If we – men and women together – are to make progress in changing home expectations and workplace policies, a different kind of conversation is needed.  As you will see, I hope, the framework of our contemporary discourse about work and family is at best not helpful and at worst damaging to women and girls.  Women’s colleges, and career development advisors in particular, can play an important role in shaping the conversations our students have as they set off into the world of work and also the national conversation among policy-makers and employers.
 In 2003 Lisa Belkin, a fine writer about work-life balance, wrote a now-famous article for the New York Times Magazine called “The Opt-Out Revolution
” that had a dramatic impact on the conversation about these issues.  She wrote about her interviews with 12 mothers: Eight Princeton graduates in an Atlanta book club and four in a San Francisco playgroup, three of whom hold M.B.A.s.  All, Belkin wrote, are “elite, successful women who can afford real choice.”   The choice they could afford was to leave paid work, a choice most working women cannot afford to make.

Belkin wrote:  

 Wander into any Starbucks in any Starbucks kind of neighborhood 

  in the hours after the commuters are gone. See all those mothers 

  drinking coffee and watching over toddlers at play? If you look past 

  the Lycra gym clothes and the Internet-access cellphones, the scene 

  could be the 50's, but for the fact that the coffee is more expensive and 

  the mothers have M.B.A.'s.

She also looked at the Stanford class of '81 where “fifty-seven percent of mothers in that class spent at least a year at home caring for their infant children in the first decade after graduation. One out of four had stayed home three or more years.”  Only 38% of women in the Harvard Business School classes of 1981, 1985 and 1991 were working full time in 2003, she reported.
When I Googled Belkin’s the phrase “opt-out revolution” my browser reported over 1 million links.    And if you search “mommy wars,” the title of Washington Post writer Leslie Morgan Steiner’s book, you will find 1.1 million links.   The cover of her book says that “stay-at-home and career moms face off [my italics] on their choices, their lives, their families.
” 
Her book reflects the views of mostly upper-middle-class white writers and mothers who -- almost without exception -- have, as Publisher’s Weekly put it “solid, provider husbands, and nannies or full-time babysitters.” Booklist’s description says that “Steiner has set out to resolve the cat fight [my italics] between women who stay at home to raise children and women who pursue careers while raising children.”  

Steiner and Belkin are respected journalists for arguably the nation’s two most influential newspapers.  What they write and how they frame women’s experience matters.  Their work – and how it has been picked up and interpreted apart from their intentions – is shaping the conversation women and girls are having with themselves and how workplaces are responding (or not) to work and family demands.   We have to ask ourselves if this is the way we want to frame the conversation.  

Is this a face off or a cat fight?   Or are women caught in a net of conflicting aspirations and commitments intensified by inflexible workplace policies that still reflect pre-Starbucks attitudes?

Other writers and scholars outside the mainstream press are trying to complicate the conversation.  Joan Williams and colleagues at The Center for WorkLife Law at the University of California, Hastings College of the Law have analyzed the media coverage.  In their article “Opt Out” or Pushed Out?: How the Press Covers Work/Family Conflict, the Untold Story of Why Women Leave the Workforce” they conclude that the media coverage:
• focuses overwhelmingly on the lives of professional/managerial women, who comprise only about 8% of American women; 
• pinpoints the pull of family life as the main reason why women quit, whereas a recent study showed that 86% of women cite workplace pushes (such as inflexible jobs) as a key reason for their decision to leave;

• gives an unrealistic picture of how easy it will be for women to re-enter the workforce; 
and

• virtually always focuses on women in one situation: after they leave the workforce and before they are divorced, which is unrealistic when there is a 50% divorce rate.

For the majority of women striving to integrate their work and family commitments, it is nothing like the 1950s (and for this we can all be grateful).  However, few women can afford to leave the workforce and even those who do put their financial future at risk. Real wages have been in decline since the 1970s (cite).  With many marriages having less than life-long life spans, women who leave the workforce put a gap in their resume and their employment skill-set that can hinder their financial security into their retirement years.  And while no one wants to be cynical about her own marriage’s potential success, thinking and planning for failure probably isn’t such a bad idea.  

The economy is now fundamentally global and the U.S. economy is increasingly knowledge-, service-, and technology-driven resulting in boundaries between home and work blurred, parents exhausted, and marriages strained.  Suzanne Bianchi, a University of Maryland researcher reports that women who work outside the home spend more time with their children than their 1970s counterparts, but they are getting less sleep.

Ellen Galinsky, director of the Family Work Institute reports that men and women are struggling. “Sixty-seven percent of employed parents say they don’t have enough time with their children, about the same proportion as 10 years ago. Sixty-three percent of married employees say they don’t have enough time with their husbands or wives, up from 50 percent in 1992.” 

Leaders in higher education are also looking at the challenges for women -- at school and beyond.  In 2003, Duke University president Nan Keohane, launched the Women’s Initiative
 at Duke to learn more about the experience of women students there.  Until 1972, Duke had a women’s college as part of its campus.  Keohane’s study found that many graduates of that separate women's college said they felt that the University had built their confidence.  However, younger graduates of the contemporary co-ed university said they had lost confidence while a student.

A phrase that emerged from interviews with undergraduate women that captures the bind in striving for work/life balance is the pressure to be "effortlessly perfect.”[cite]

This pressure, in turns out, now begins in elementary school.  The non-profit Girls, Inc. commissioned an on-line survey
 by Harris Interactive in 2006.  The survey of 2,065 U.S. students (about 50% girls and boys) focused on the ways gender stereotypes and expectations shape the lives of young people.

This study found that persistent gender expectations are being compounded by a growing emphasis on perfection, resulting in mounting pressure on girls to be “super-girls.” Three-quarters of girls (74%) in the study agree that girls are under a lot of pressure to please everyone, and 84% of these girls say that they dislike that this is true.  One of the 9th grade girls wrote "There are so many pressures of being a teenage girl. You never feel like you're thin enough, pretty enough, or just good enough."

Girls say they are under a great deal of stress. Three-quarters (74%) of girls in high school, over half of girls (56%) in grades 6 - 8, and just under half of girls (46%) in grades 3 -5 say they often feel stressed (described as "somewhat" or "a lot").  We might ask what the youngest of these girls are hearing from their moms about how they feel.  How are their mothers describing their lives?  Could they be borrowing the language of stress from the adults around them?  The study suggests that the negative stereotypes about girls' leadership capabilities and math and science abilities have diminished somewhat, but persistent gender stereotypes and rising stress levels limit girls' potential and undermine their quality of life. 


While women who attend women’s colleges consistently report that they leave college more confident and with a sense that they can do almost anything, they are entering the workforce and beginning to form families still believing that the “almost anything” they can do is balance the demands of their professional and family aspirations essentially by themselves – and they will manage this challenge with “effortless perfection.”


One Smith College senior in the inaugural “Get a Life Workshop” offered by the Smith Women’s Narratives of Success Project this January wrote, 


I'm not sure I can be truly successful until I stop feeling guilty every time 


I do something I’m not sure [my parents] will approve of.  I’ve always had 


to be the good girl because my behavior ‘reflected my parents and their 


parenting skills.’  

Another senior wrote, 

I used to think that knowing yourself meant never crying. And surely 


knowing yourself meant always being calm, confident, and content, 


and never changing your mind. No weepy calls home would ever be made. 


No friendships would ever dissolve. No big unanswered questions would ever 
linger like oil on Interstate-5 after a summer rain. I thought such weaknesses 
would (should?) be absent from the life of someone who knew herself. 


I still think this way sometimes.


There are some critical missing links in the conversation about work/life balance.  First, we need to have a frank discussion of why this is a question still only asked by and of women.   Ellen Galinsky suggests that younger men are also articulating a desire for a more balanced life and are making employment choices accordingly [cite] but the social discourse focuses on women and mothers, in particular.  The burden of care for children and parents falls primarily on women; not only mothers but grandmothers; and not only daughters, but daughters-in-law.  Women who feel the tension most acutely are married to men or single parents who were formerly married.  While individual women feel the pressures, a widening of the conversation to include more parties, e.g., husbands and partners, employers, policy-makers, is needed. 


Second, we need to understand the social forces that pressure women and couples to ally with stereotypes as a way to relieve the tension of wanting to live outside of the norm. As we see in the research about young girls and boys, the stereotypes are seductive, pervasive and difficult to resist, even when other choices are presented.  Lacking flexibility in the workplace, many couples succumb to what’s available rather than fight to create something new.


Third, in this discourse about work-life balance I’m afraid we’ve forgotten slogan that NOW coined in the 1970s that “every mother is a working mother.”  Every woman regardless of her marital or parental status is part of a social web not likely to be excluded from the care of children, parents, spouses, grandchildren at some time in her life.  The focus on married upper middle-class college-educated white women takes this issue out the political realm and frames it as a personal issue for the privileged classes to sort out.   This shapes the nature of the conversation we can have about this problem.   The solution for finding balance focuses on personal choices and allocation of family resources:  Moving to a slower-paced city or hiring a nanny or going to a spa for relaxation.  Certainly some women can “buy” balance, but the burden on each woman -- each family --  to find it on their own undermines our thinking about this as a social or moral problem.


Rosalind Chait Barnett at Brandeis has very helpfully explored this “missing link” in the work-family literature: Community
.   She challenges us to think more broadly than the individual family or the individual workplace.  She asks us to think about school start and end times, affordable housing, transportation, and other community assets such as religious and social groups as parts of the solution to the work/life balance problem.  She frames it as a work/life integration problem
.  This very shift in language takes us farther away from the impossible paradigm of “effortless perfection.”  At this year’s Smith College commencement ceremony Gloria Steinem said, “If this is a problem that affects millions of unique women, then the only answer is to organize.”


The framework characterizing the work/life balance in either/or terms or as a cat-fight is damaging to women and destructive to families.  It is not a war but an old social problem showing itself in new ways.   


In the Smith College Narratives of Success Project, we are inviting undergraduate students to ask themselves not only what kind of job or career do I want, but what kind of life?  Furthermore, we want to challenge them to think systemically.   How can we change our workplaces and institutions to make the kind of life you want possible?  We are aiming to engage students in beginning to do the integration Barnett advises.  We want women to listen to each other’s stories, think together in new ways about conceptions of success, what limits their choices, and how a habit of reflection might facilitate integration and a sense of equilibrium in a busy life.

The perceptions of traditional-aged undergraduates about what lies ahead are, of course, limited by their life experience.  Like the girls in the Girls, Inc. study, our students characterize their lives as “stressed” and “overwhelming.”   A common metaphor used by our senior participants in the “Get a Life Workshop” to describe their post-college future was “falling off the edge of the earth.”  In order to prepare them for life after college, we are structuring frank conversations about the challenges that will face them five, ten, 15, 20 years from now.   This year our student government association initiated a series of “fireside” chats with our president and dean of the college about work-life issues.  The three “chats” had unexpectedly large student participation drawing 50 – 100 students to discuss topics such as “diaper bag or briefcase?,” competition and friendship, and finding a life partner.  Students are interested in these issues while in college but don’t always know how to start the conversation.   They are eager to hear from faculty and trusted administrators and staff about “how they do it.”


The Smith College Women’s Narratives of Success Project emphasizes the importance of choices – having them, making them – while acknowledging that much of life involves handling situations they would never have chosen.  While balance may be the stated goal, resiliency may be more realistic.  Can you weather the unchosen difficulties or the chronically stressful circumstances – like the first two years of your first child’s life -- that will challenge you, your relationships, and your work life?   What are tools (in addition to money), skills, or qualities that they have already or can imagine developing or needing?

We are beginning to reframe work-life integration outside of the binary metaphors so common today  -- the war of mommies, the battle for balance between work and family – as though a woman has to choose between herself and her family, her family and her work.  Our students need our help in learning about how they will find their own equilibrium in life – how to bring attention, intelligence and flexibility to bear on the challenges they will face.  We are beginning to reframe work-life integration as a life-long process that involves partnerships with spouses, workplaces, social and governmental institutions, and other women.  I hope that institutions of higher education, particularly women’s colleges will partner with each other to move this conversation forward in more nuanced, productive, and visionary ways for all of our sakes.
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