


[image: 001]




Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Foreword

Introduction

 


PART ONE - SETTING THE FOUNDATION

Chapter 1 - Welcome to the Possibility

Chapter 2 - Equality HALVING IT ALL

Chapter 3 - Balance HAVING IT ALL

 


PART TWO - BUILDING THE STRUCTURE

Chapter 4 - Children PRIDE AND JOY/GREATEST GIFT

Chapter 5 - Career MORE THAN A JOB/LESS THAN YOUR LIFE

Chapter 6 - Home A MAN’S CASTLE/A WOMAN’S SANCTUARY

Chapter 7 - Self IT’S ALL ABOUT YOU/YOU WITH A LIFE

 


PART  THREE - NAVIGATING THE BARRIERS

Chapter 8 - Money YOU HAVE ENOUGH/SPEND IT WISELY

Chapter 9 - Society COURAGE TO CHANGE/WISDOM TO NOTICE

 


Conclusion

Additional Reading

Acknowledgements

Endnotes

Index

About the Authors




“Finally, someone has written a how-to manual for couples striving to achieve equality. Equally Shared Parentingis, however, much more than a road map. It is inspirational, insightful, and very well written. It is shot through with the simple yet powerful message that, with enough courage and enough work, love really can conquer the forces of patriarchy.”

—Robert Drago, professor of labor studies and women’s studies, Pennsylvania State University, and author of Striking a Balance

 

“Amy and Marc Vachon show us that ‘equal parenting’ is not an oxymoron. Through their own and others’ research, but most of all through their own example, they inspire us to lead the committed and conscious lives that most of us long for—lives with room for our children, our work, our partners, and our selves. Offering real strategies that are pragmatic and flexible, the Vachons walk their talk, and remind us that true gender equality begins at home.”

—Pamela Stone, professor of sociology, Hunter College/City University of New York, and author of Opting Out?

 

“Marc and Amy Vachon have succeeded in becoming absolute parenting partners.”

—The New York Times Magazine

 

“Once upon a time, did you dream that family life could be equal, but along the way you gave up? Well, forget the stress-inducing his work/her work ‘scorecard’ approach, and rev up the equality dream again. With energy, verve, and joy, the Vachons are bringing love and fun back into family life. Equally Shared Parentingis an equality guidebook filled to the brim with practical steps and how-tos.”

—Miriam Peskowitz, author of The Truth Behind the Mommy Wars  and coauthor of The Daring Book for Girls

 

“Rising above the finger-pointing and hand-wringing that all too often pervades the debate about gender and family change, Equally Shared Parentingprovides a masterful, refreshing, and altogether convincing analysis of the joys, practical steps, and persisting obstacles to sharing—not dividing—caretaking and breadwinning. Amy and Marc Vachon have given us an uplifting blueprint for fashioning more flexible and egalitarian ways of living, loving, and working in the twenty-first century. This is a visionary book that is must-reading for caring couples and policy makers alike.”

—Kathleen Gerson, professor of sociology, New York University, and author of The Unfinished Revolution

 

“[The Vachons are] the Obamas of the parental blogosphere.”

—The Guardian (UK)

 

“Marc and Amy Vachon aren’t scholars and they aren’t journalists. They’re ordinary people who are extraordinarily committed to creating a family based on sharing and equality. Equally Shared Parentingis a wise, thoughtful blueprint that will help all parents build more balanced and meaningful lives.”

—Jeremy Adam Smith, author of The Daddy Shift and editor of Shareable.net

 

“Amy and Marc Vachon have written the book that didn’t exist when we plunged enthusiastically into an equal parenting partnership. This must-read shows that, while there’s no ‘perfect’ way to create this life, there are many ways it can work. The Vachons show any couple how to define what needs doing and really share the work and rewards of being a fully engaged parent.”

—Nancy Gruver and Joe Kelly, cofounders of New Moon Girls magazine, parenting educators, and authors of How to Say It to Girls and Dads & Daughters

 

“Equality and balance are not impossible pipe dreams but real choices for today’s couples. The Vachons lead us through all the dilemmas and obstacles that divert dual-earner couples from enjoyable family and work lives and explain step-by-step how to create an equally sharing family, an enriching career, and even a personal life beyond work and family. A call for change, this book brilliantly portrays how much men, as well as women, have to gain from a much-needed revolution in family life.”

—Francine M. Deutsch, professor of psychology, Mount Holyoke College, and author of Halving It All

 

“Decades of social science research have shown that shared parenting can work, but academic articles and books don’t convey what it feels like or how to do it. Marc and Amy Vachon’s new book fills this void. Equally Shared Parenting is packed full of compelling personal stories about how the next generation of couples is reinventing parenting and modern marriage, and provides the ‘nuts and bolts’ of shared parenting. The advice they offer about how to balance family and work is indispensible for new parents. Highly recommended.”

—Scott Coltrane, dean, College of Arts and Sciences, University of Oregon, and author of Family Man and Gender and Families

 

“In the ’60s, many people understood that for women to achieve equality at work they would need to achieve equality at home. In most families that hasn’t happened yet, and not so surprisingly when you look at the data there is a profound bias against mothers in hiring, wages, and career advancement. Equally shared parenting is a wonderful movement that is working to free parents to realize equality at home not because it is good for women but because it is a joyful alternative.”

—Joan Blades, cofounder of MomsRising.org and MoveOn.org

 

“Want to learn how to divide childcare, housework, and moneymaking responsibilities without falling into stereotypical ‘Mommy’ and ‘Daddy’ roles? Then follow the advice in Equally Shared Parenting and watch yourself, your marriage, and your children flourish.”

—Monique Tilford, coauthor of Your Money or Your Life, and Dave Tilford, senior writer for Center for a New American Dream
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To Maia and Theo—we love you a thousand million.




FOREWORD

Lisa Belkin, New York Times reporter

 

 

 

 

 

Amy and Marc Vachon, two laid-back and loving parents living in a house with a white picket fence outside of Boston, are doing what years of feminism, workplace reform, gender-equality laws, sniping between the sexes, and best intentions of spouses have not: They are living as parenting equals.

An anecdotal look around shows how far we have to go. Run through a mental list of couples that you know; I’ll wager that most default their family’s childcare and housework to the wife. Then scan the shelves of books out there for new parents; you’ll find that most assume their readers are mothers, and that balance, nap schedules, and playdate logistics are Mom’s problem, with Dad mentioned as “helping,” if he’s mentioned at all.

Want data rather than anecdote? Any way you measure it, women do about twice as much around the house as men. The National Survey of Families and Households shows that more than four decades after Betty Friedan, the average wife does thirty-one hours of housework a week, while the average husband does fourteen—a ratio of slightly more than two to one. If you break out couples in which wives stay home and husbands are the sole earners, the number of hours goes up for women, to thirty-eight hours of housework a week, and down a bit for men, to twelve, a ratio of more than three to one. That makes sense because the couples have defined home as one partner’s work.

But then break out the couples in which both husband and wife have full-time paying jobs. In those cases, the wife does twenty-eight hours of housework and the husband, sixteen. Just shy of two to one, which makes no sense at all.

On to childcare. Here the ratio is more like five to one and, as with housework, does not change as much as you might expect when you account for who brings home a paycheck. In a family in which Mom stays home and Dad goes to work, she spends fifteen hours a week caring for children, and he spends two. In families in which both parents are wage earners, Mom’s average drops to eleven and Dad’s goes up to three. Lest you think this is at least a significant improvement over our parents and grandparents, not so fast. It’s pretty much the same ratio as it was ninety years ago.

That would be fine, of course, if everyone in all those lopsided couples was happy, but anecdotal evidence certainly suggests that they aren’t, and there are data to document that discontent as well. (Some 58 percent of women say the division of labor in modern families is not fair to them, and that who does what is at the top of the list of things couples fight about; need I go on?)

A few years ago, I set out to write an article for the New York Times Magazine exploring why a setup that makes no sense is so entrenched, and what it would take—an overhaul of the economy? of biology?—to bring about change. That’s when I met Marc and Amy, who are dynamic proof of the fact that no external overhaul is necessary. Instead, what is needed are some changes inside our homes and inside ourselves.

What Amy and Marc hit on was that the status quo is not just unfair to women—it is equally unfair to men. Yes, it shoe-horns women into a place where they are considered the primary parent, but in doing so, it relegates men, just as firmly, into the secondary role, a sort of deputy. Yes, it forces women to feel they must sacrifice career for family, but that simultaneously forces men to feel that bringing home a paycheck is primarily their burden. It leaves spouses feeling like opponents rather than partners, combatants rather than a team.

The solution, Marc and Amy believe, means looking at family life as a shared whole, where things are about equal—equal hours spent at work, equal time spent with children, equal energy spent on housework, equal responsibility for the mental checklists (the dog needs a checkup or the baby needs new shoes, etc.). It means the benefits are equal, too—free time for the gym or dinner with a friend, and feelings of connection with your children plus feelings of liberation from “the all” of anything.

This probably requires changing how you view work—seeing it as something you can leave behind when you aren’t working, rather than something that consumes you whenever you are awake. And it probably requires changing how you view home. You have to accept that your partner won’t do things exactly the way you might, and that has to be okay, because when it is their turn, it is completely their turn, or you aren’t really sharing equally.

Amy and Marc will describe the details in the pages that follow. Before they do, I would like to leave you with two thoughts:

First, this is not for everyone. Some couples are completely happy with whatever imbalance they’ve built into their lives because it suits their personalities or their professional goals. If both of you are content with the equation, then that is a kind of balance. But I’d bet those aren’t the kinds of couples who have picked up this book.

Second, this is not about keeping score. That was the question I heard most often after I wrote about Marc and Amy: How can they stand such a regimented/list-driven/micromanaged life?

When you are with them, you see that what they have is precisely the opposite of all that. They have crafted a life such that they have one conversation about who will do what, they make a list every once in a while, and then they don’t have to discuss it again—because they trust that their spouse has it covered.

They laugh a lot. They are strikingly relaxed most of the time. And they hold hands like newlyweds. That alone should be enough to make you want to find out how it works.




INTRODUCTION

Back when we were expecting our first child, the idea of becoming parents was both wonderful and frightening. On one hand, we were elated, amazed, and deeply grateful as we anticipated taking the plunge. But on the other, we each silently wondered,  What have I done to my life?

All around us, coworkers, friends, family members, and media pundits talking and writing about early parenthood were trumpeting the misery of this life-changing state. It seemed like every parent in the world was ready to testify that after a baby arrives, your own personal happy, fun, enjoyable, sane, and rested life was over. You’ll be lucky to take a shower or do a load of laundry. Your greatest wish will be to sleep—and it won’t be granted  for eighteen years. You’ll always want to be at home when you’re at work and at work when you’re home. And forget about ever going to the bathroom in peace again. Yes, most of these predictions spoke primarily to new mothers. But new fathers, too, seemed to be burdened with the responsibility of providing materially for their growing families while missing out on much of the joy of parenthood. Experts further warned that a baby was a menace to your very relationship—destroying your sex life and your mutual happiness. This doomsday scenario made such an impression on us that we became determined to find a way to beat it. We vowed to sidestep what the world expected new parents to be—bleary-eyed, short-tempered, lonely, and isolated.

The strategy that came to us in small moments of clarity over the ensuing months was to share everything—the good and the bad—together. We would be peers in this great adventure, not just in the overall sense but in each significant area of parenthood—in caring for our baby, in handling the housework, and in bringing in the paychecks. We would also make sure we each had enough time for our own personal brands of fun, and time to be together. Our goal was to preserve ourselves while we made room for a baby—carving out enough from our former lives but not so much that either of us lost what matters most. We would share the burdens so that nothing would consistently overwhelm either of us, and share the joys so that neither missed out on the experience of a deep connection with our child. Our daughter, as we soon learned.

Decorating her room, buying her vast supplies, and learning about her physical care were the easy parts. The tougher work came as we battened down our marriage against her winds as best as a still child-free couple could. Our growing stack of pregnancy and childcare books held not a word on how to share equally  in raising a child. We then searched self-help books, websites, anything. With few exceptions, the voice that surfaced was complaining—complaining about the burdens and pressures of motherhood, fathers who don’t do their part, or the need for legislative change to support families. “Don’t worry,” we tried to reassure each other, “this is common sense. We can do it.”

When our baby girl—Maia—finally arrived, we were as euphoric as any new parents. And immediately became bleary-eyed as predicted. But slowly, over the next few months, we put our homegrown plan into effect. What a crazy trip it is to become someone’s parent—to have a tiny stranger suddenly appear and then become yours to nurture and protect! Everything was surreal, from breastfeeding to stroller walks to watching her sweet face as she slept. We mucked our way through wails, baths, diapers, nap routines, preemie weight checks, and lead scares. Determined not to be derailed in our partnership by the usual pitfalls, we took turns at everything. Breast milk was saved in freezer bags to allow for shared feeding responsibilities. All skills—from clipping fingernails to treating diaper rash—were learned by both of us. We coordinated our duties to make sure each of us got a shift of uninterrupted sleep every night. With each shared task, our enjoyment seemed to deepen as we both became more practiced at our new skills and relaxed a bit.

We took advantage of leave policies at our companies to carve out time for both of us with Maia. Maternity leave was extended to about four months (using sick and vacation time with the remainder unpaid) from Amy’s job as a clinical pharmacist, while Marc’s IT technical consultant position gave him two weeks of paid paternity leave that he further stretched by taking carefully saved vacation time on Tuesdays and Thursdays for three months. It wasn’t absolutely equal yet, but the arrangement gave us a  legitimate run at coparenting rather than the usual primary mother and understudy father roles. With both of us loitering around the house together three to four days a week, we began to look at each other and grin. Neither of us was tired or overwhelmed! “This is the life,” we told ourselves.

 

 

 

With things going fairly well at home, we lifted our heads and took a look around. Were others living this way? Where were they? We set out to find them. The first stop was a new mothers’ group for Amy. Surely someone in this circle of women nursing their well-dressed babies would want to discuss the joys and challenges of equal sharing.

“My husband is worthless when the baby starts crying.”

“Mine isn’t around enough for me to find out.”

“I would never ask him to get up at night—he needs his sleep so he can go to work.”

This didn’t sound good. Was optimum alertness really more crucial at work than at home, day after day? And why all the man bashing? Almost every mother in this group had quit her job to stay home with her baby. We felt a mixture of gratitude and old fear: that could have been us, but thankfully it wasn’t.

Undaunted, we both joined a new parents’ group. With fathers in the room, we figured we’d have more luck meeting some equal-minded couples. Strike two. They were all nice people, but in every situation it was clear that Mom was in charge, and she was really, really tired. The dads deferred to their spouses in almost every baby decision that was discussed and seemed to be trying to helpfully stay out of the way. Finally Amy found a local  working mothers’ group. These moms, it turned out, were closer to our peers—and warmly welcoming—with an emphasis on  seeking some degree of balance. Yet when Amy first met them, their discussion centered around doing so independently, without much talk of how their husbands could figure into the equation.

Finding no fathers’ groups in the area, Marc was relegated to chatting with men on the playground. While he met plenty of men who enjoyed time with their children, and even some who stayed home with them, he did not find any fathers who shared all aspects of family life equally with their partners.

Meanwhile, our leaves and vacation time ran out. Summoning our negotiation skills, the precedence of colleagues, our personal seniority and past performance ratings, and a bit of courage, we approached our bosses to request permanent reduced-hour work-weeks. It was a combination of savvy and luck that won a “yes” from each. We both secured work schedules at about thirty hours per week with prorated benefits, with overlap on only Mondays and Wednesdays. An eighteen-hour-per-week spot for our daughter at our neighbor’s family daycare completed the picture.

Our days were not all smooth. Styles of parenting clashed, classic expectations of fatherhood and motherhood haunted us and had to be reasoned with, and budgets had to be reined in to accommodate our new incomes. But these things were bearable. Our lives seemed in balance rather than stressed to capacity, and we each felt like we were getting the best of all worlds. Our faith in equal parenting grew even stronger.

And so it went as Maia grew to toddlerhood, and then we started the process over again. With the arrival of our son, Theo, nearly three years later, we once again searched for peers and experts, any guiding voices from whom we could learn or with whom we could share our experiences. Books, blogs, and magazine articles fashionably described, in intimate detail, the secret lives of mothers who were crushed under the weight of their  drudgery, anxiety, and loneliness—not just during the first few months or even years of parenting but for decades to come. “Why didn’t anyone tell me how bad it would be?” had become a common cry. It was as if “the problem that has no name,” described in 1963 by Betty Friedan in The Feminine Mystique, which referred to the empty lives of women as subservient homemakers, had resurfaced as the unbearable lives of women as modern-day mothers.

As we read these tales—even stronger versions of what we’d read and feared before we became parents ourselves—our frustration built. Yes, these stories had an important message to share. True, it is useful to bring isolation and overburden out into the open for discussion. But why stop there? Did women really have to settle for these miserable lives? And how come no one was mentioning fathers? The pain in this literature was almost palpable, and yet we knew it didn’t have to be this way. Without a doubt, many family situations can make life extremely difficult—such as single parenthood or the serious mental or physical illness of one parent. But in a home with two loving and capable parents, “Why didn’t anyone tell me?” had a different meaning to us: why wasn’t anyone talking about both parents sharing the burdens and joys?

Over the next few years, we did find others like us. Someone knew a neighbor whose friend “does the equal sharing thing” or a young mother or father heard our story and said “us, too—and we thought we were the only ones.” We were particularly excited to find the ThirdPath Institute, a nonprofit organization dedicated to helping people redesign work and life—with an emphasis on sharing the load between partners. But beyond this, there was still no public conversation about this way of life. By the time Theo was eating solids, we knew we had to speak up.
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In 2006, we dug into hammering out the principles of this lifestyle for others to read. We chose a name for it—“equally shared parenting”—based on a term used by Francine Deutsch, a social psychologist at Mount Holyoke College who studies parents like us (she even runs her own “ESP lab”). Other names have been used in sociology or business publications to describe this concept, including “egalitarian marriage,” “peer parenting” and “shared care,” but our choice was based on what we felt was most descriptive on its own. We also established a definition for this family model that widened its scope beyond simply parenting:Equally shared parenting is the purposeful  
practice of two parents sharing equally in the  
four domains of childraising, breadwinning,  
housework, and time for self.





Even more important than this definition, we outlined the underlying goal of this lifestyle:Equally shared parenting aims to create an equal  
partnership between parents and an individually  
balanced life for each.





Later that year, we went public by launching the website EquallySharedParenting.com. We were about to find out what the outside world thought of this lifestyle. Critics weighed in over the first year, giving us a mental workout as they tested our ideas—and helping us refine them. More equally sharing couples found us and expressed their delight in finally having a name for  the life they were carefully tending. Professionals in the fields of sociology, psychology, and work/life balance lent support to our theories and agreed that no one to date had adequately described the practicalities of an equal marriage with children. We reached out to, and began to get attention from, parenting blogs across the country. And then one day we received a little email from Lisa Belkin, a leading work/life balance journalist for the New York Times. Her message was simply titled, “We have to talk.”

What began in such a small way became a ten-page cover article in the New York Times Sunday Magazine on Father’s Day 2008 and a video of our lives on The TODAY Show. Overnight, we became the poster couple for equally shared parenting, and the whole world seemed to be talking. Together with Lisa and others covered in her story, we had succeeded in starting the discussion that we were so amazed had not begun before this. It was a dream come true. Mission accomplished?

We received many wonderful messages from like-minded parents who were excited to see such media space devoted to this topic. And from young parents-to-be who were thankful for a bit of hope for the years ahead . . . that the life they feared would not necessarily have to become their reality. But we soon realized that not everyone was getting it. We read many comments and subsequent follow-up blogs and news articles that didn’t describe our life. One frequent comment went something like, “What’s so special about that?” Another flatly cut off the idea by stating, “There is no such thing as equally shared parenting.” We were accused of having a business-like marriage, harming our children, and nitpicking each other over every chore. A nerve had been hit, people’s defenses were up, and the dichotomy was deafening. We started to appreciate that this lifestyle needed a lot of explaining—more than could be derived from a few snippets on a weblog or  one exposé in the news. We knew equal sharing was neither common nor impossible, and that these misconceptions did not come close to capturing the reality of couples living this way. Our lifestyle had its own challenges, but these were not them. There was so much more to say!

 

 

 

It is now over seven years since our daughter’s birth, and what started as a personal mission to sidestep the plunge into chaos described for most new parents became a deeply important way of life for us. It then widened into a passion to bring equally shared parenting to the consciousness of all parents through our website and now this book. What you are reading is the culmination of our mission to give equally shared parenting its rightful place at the table of lifestyle options. It is our way of injecting good news into the global parenting discussion amid all the negativity.

Into this book we pour all our experience and philosophies of equal parenting, and those of many other couples we’ve interviewed who live this way, so that we can give you practical steps that make it work for you. We also include, we hope, a bit of cheerleading, knowing that courage is needed whenever one strays from the standard life. This book has been written by both of us equally. Using many of the principles of equally shared parenting, we sometimes worked simultaneously, sometimes separately, always using our individual strengths and supporting each other’s weaknesses. We switched off roles as writer, big-picture thinker, interviewer, detail gatherer, and first-pass editor, and we’re both fully invested in the life we share openly with you.

Writing about such a personal topic—how parents run a home and raise their children together—is bound to engender  emotions on all sides. We know this, and that there is no way around it. Our mission is not to safely author a cookbook of 101 brownie recipes, but neither is it to judge any set of parents. So despite the fact that we contrast equal sharing with more standard parenting lifestyles in several chapters, this book is not intended as a debate in which equally shared parenting “wins.” Trying to convince anyone to adopt any specific family model is a worthless endeavor—this is just too heartfelt a choice to be made by logical argument. This love story with equally shared parenting, then, is written for an audience of its admirers. We invite you to join us as we lay out the joys and challenges of this life. And in the end, we hope you, too, discover that “parenthood,” “happy life,” and “intimate partnership” are compatible realities.




PART ONE

SETTING THE FOUNDATION

When two people love each other, shouldn’t it be natural for them to live and parent together as equals? Just draw up a set of ground rules for sharing the lullabies and the laundry, and you and your beloved can live equally (and happily) ever after! Yet you know it’s not quite that simple. What might seem intuitive in theory is not so in practice.

If you’re like most of us, equally shared parenting is not a way of life that your parents taught or modeled for you. So, before you can claim it for yourself—before you can be expected to smooth out mundane details like who changes that dirty diaper, who is leaving work early to pick up the kids today, who’s cooking tonight’s dinner, or who gets to sleep in on Saturday—it is important to first understand what such a relationship might look like. Your personally guided tour starts in the next chapter.

Once you have a clear picture of this lifestyle, the second step is determining whether or not it matches your values. Is it the right life for  you? for your partner? You can do this by taking a careful look at its two philosophical foundations—equality (an equal partnership) and  balance (individually balanced lives). The subsequent pair of chapters is dedicated to examining each of these foundations.

Equally shared parenting is fully possible, but it is neither a quick fix nor an unplanned sure thing. Embracing its philosophies comes first, with its practice more naturally following after. And so that is how we, too, will begin.




1

Welcome to the Possibility

[image: 003]

It is no secret that raising a child can be a wild ride and often provides us with our greatest joys and challenges. Each day and each stage is a new adventure. But step back from considering the daily ups and downs for a minute. Think more about the big picture of your role as a parent, a partner, a worker. A person. Given the fact that you know it won’t be full of joy and sunshine every day, what would you wish for yourself?

In formal interviews and informal chats over the past five years, we have posed this question to many young women and men who genuinely desire to be parents. Single, married, expecting their first child, or with babe in arms—their answers overlap  and echo each other. The wishes and fears of the women we’ve spoken with tend to be a bit different than those of the men, although not always.

Here is a sampling of what women often say:• I want to be a mother—to love and cherish my child. But I don’t want to lose myself in the process. I’m worried about how my life will work with a child.
• I want to keep my career—to still connect with that part of me that is a successful lawyer/nurse/graphic designer (or fill in the blank). But I don’t want my baby in daycare the whole week while I’m working (or for some women, in any daycare at all).
• I don’t want my husband to have more power in our relationship just because as a mother I’m supposed to have the less important career (or none at all).
• I’m scared that when I become a mother, I’ll forevermore be someone’s servant and be burdened with the brunt of childcare—and I’ll grow to resent that my life has turned into endless days of chores.
• I want my partner to love being with our child just as much as I do.
• I don’t want to carry the full weight of all the decisions about raising a child—I want help with this!
• I want to hold on to something just for me—my own special hobby or passion that doesn’t get pushed aside because there’s no longer any time to breathe. 
• I want to be able to sleep—enough.
• I don’t want a baby to come between me and my partner—if anything, I want parenthood to draw us closer as a couple.
• I want to be happy; I want my partner to be happy.



And this is how men often respond to the same question:• I want to make sure we have enough money to live comfortably with another mouth to feed.
• I don’t want to be stuck with all the stress of bringing in the money for the next thirty years, forever working late trying to get the next promotion or avoid the next round of layoffs.
• I want to be a father who knows his children far better than my father knew me as a child.
• I don’t want my sex life to tank.
• I’m ready for the challenge of fatherhood, but I still want to have fun. I want to be able to do things I enjoy without feeling guilty or being made to feel guilty.
• I want a fun partner who loves her life, too. I don’t want her to always be tired, angry, or frustrated.
• I don’t want my life at home to be reduced to checking off my wife’s to-do lists; I want to want to come home each day. 
• I’m afraid that I’ll get pushed aside when the baby comes, or I’ll get bossed around and told how to take care of the baby or what I’m doing wrong all the time.
• I want to be happy; I want my partner to be happy.



You may want some of these same things as a parent, or have some of the same fears. We certainly did! Statistics mirror the answers we’ve received, too, across all types of people in their twenties and thirties.1 But when we look around, what we see is typically very different from what our young respondents say they want. Even today, after all that feminism has fought for, most women still do have to make the tough decision between career and family—often either significantly scaling back their careers or dropping out of work—while men generally never give this a thought. Men do get marginalized at home and take much of their identities from their jobs instead. Women are saddled with far more of the housework and the mundane childcare, while men swoop in for the Fun Daddy Hour but miss thousands of poignant little moments. Men are burdened with the responsibility of earning the bulk of the family’s income. Couples do tend to divide and conquer once a baby arrives, and can drift apart as a result. Power imbalances—both financial and parental—can set in and erode satisfaction for both partners. Each can end up feeling alone much of the time—lonely, tired, and often resentful. And at least one parent usually loses out on a cherished hobby or enough space for personal renewal.

 

 

 

When we talk with parents in traditional relationships about how they ended up where they did—and what frustrates them most— they often blame the facts. Careers that won’t accommodate a baby and so have to be abandoned or chosen at the expense of family time. Financial influences that push one partner into a job with extensive travel and the other into full-time childcare despite their wish to share these duties. Cultural taboos that make men eschew paternity leave and women take control of the nurturing duties. The all-consuming bonds of motherhood. These are some of the many forces that can cause couples to stray from their original vision. Then, there’s the contribution of everyday minutiae—bills must be paid, the baby must be fed and rocked, someone has to learn how to give him a bath. Only women can breastfeed. Dad’s up for a promotion that will uproot the family but is such a great opportunity. Mom’s job has a forty-five-minute commute. The baby has colic. Mom gets pregnant again.

Couples on the verge of parenthood, at the very time when life calls on them to stay the course of their dreams, tend to bury their heads in the details of a new baby and just try to survive. They can give up easily and unconsciously, forfeiting their wishes to a life that the world has picked out for them instead. Of course Dad’s job offer can’t be ignored. Clearly Mom has become so much better at calming the baby’s cries. Mom’s salary barely pays for childcare. How could we consider handing our precious baby to someone else all day? Dad doesn’t know the right way to buy groceries/do the laundry/burp the baby (or you name it). It seems not only easier but even the nobler option to resign to standard gender roles and give up on the dream—for a few years at least. Right?

Granted, we’re talking in sweeping generalities here. Many couples are (or appear to be) satisfied with traditional parenting roles. And many others have found ways to scrape away at the worst of their fears and have settled into a semitraditional  solution that feels reasonable to both partners. Perhaps she gets permission from her boss to work from home two days a week instead of dropping to part-time or quitting entirely. Maybe he really pitches in at home each evening and on the weekends, and loves being an involved dad. Maybe he takes an extra week of paternity leave when the baby comes. Or they have regular weekly date nights together to preserve their couple time. Or he stays home with the kids and she works—flipping the fears and advantages of each role to the opposite gender. Each of these solutions helps ease the pressure of making room for a precious baby in already busy lives. For some couples, these are enough to sustain them long term. But for many, these options get them only part of the way to real fulfillment.

What would it take to get all the way to the kind of life desired by our young interviewees? Let us introduce you to a couple who forged a new path together.




A Shared Vision

Marci and David fell in love on a vacation in Italy. Marci is an architect who managed a busy design firm at the time; she had followed her lawyer father’s lead, choosing to work hard in a largely self-directed career. David is a web designer who knew from his early teens that he wanted a different life than his father—a man who spent decades commuting a long distance to work in silent misery and having little control over his time. When Marci and David met on that fateful Italian trip—a group vacation coordinated by a mutual friend—they clicked instantly.

As they dated, planned a wedding, and moved David across  the Atlantic from his home in England to their current home in Santa Fe, New Mexico, they had a chance to understand better why they connected so well. Neither wanted a life that centered on the standard American Dream—the possessions and social status that are emblematic of success and unconsciously direct so many of our decisions. As David described their core desire, “We mostly just wanted to be equals. To support each other fully—emotionally, practically, financially. To know that neither of us was more important. That neither of us had dreams or passions that would trump the other’s.” In Marci’s words, “We wanted to be best friends.”

This couple put words to their core desires for a life together—words many of us might believe as well. David told Marci that he wanted a life with room for what was most important to him; he didn’t want work to consume him completely. Marci explained to David that she expected to hold on to her career, but she, too, was ready to let go of the importance that work played in her identity. She wanted a more well-rounded life now. And she wanted a partner—a true partner—to share it all with her. By voicing their expectations and priorities, David and Marci came to realize that what they both wanted was a relationship based on equality and balance. It didn’t yet have a name or any role models to follow, but it consisted of fully sharing in all that it takes to raise a family, keep a home, earn the money, and enjoy life. And enough time for the things that counted.

Young couples often succeed handily in living this dream—for a while—without even doing much planning. But for many, their equal partnership and balanced lives don’t seem to last. Especially once they become parents. Their dream is typically not shaped into a mutual commitment. For some, it is not even discussed  aloud. Marci and David’s clear vision, communication, and dedication, on the other hand, gave this couple the foresight to forge ahead.




Going the Distance

With parenthood on the horizon, Marci and David’s first weapon against an erosion of their equal sharing was to have Marci join David among the ranks of the self-employed. Marci resigned from her architectural firm, and they rented a little downtown office space together with a third business owner. When their baby daughter, Finn, was born two years later, they put the rest of their plan into action. They both made arrangements to take an equivalent amount of time away from work in the early months to be home as a family. They quickly developed a routine for cohandling Finn’s needs so that they both got enough sleep. Both of them kept up a small amount of work from home so that they remained in touch with their clients. Then, over the next few months, they ramped up their client loads until they were both working twenty hours per week in the office and extra hours in the evenings as needed.

Marci pumped breast milk for David to feed Finn while she went to work; David handed Finn back to Marci for breastfeeding and care when he headed to the office. They divided their days in half and set up a schedule of when each of them worked mornings versus afternoons. At noon, they met to pass Finn between them. At night, they each cooked about as often, and traded off having time to play with their daughter and get her tucked into bed. They shared housework as well, and although there was no strict  division of tasks, neither could say that one of them was doing more than the other. As time went on, David added his most closely valued hobbies back into his life—photography and bicycling (often with baby Finn along). And Marci returned to teaching a spinning class at her gym, in addition to getting in her own workouts and a monthly massage. For the next three years, Finn was cared for exclusively by her two parents.

As they approached parenthood, this couple had the same questions and opportunities that many of us have for how to structure a family. But instead of following tradition, they placed their desire to remain peers and enjoy their lives together above other priorities. Marci and David’s resulting life together as parents allows for much, if not all, of the wishes expressed by the men and women at the beginning of this chapter. While they had to make time for all the work of caring for a baby, no adult identities were lost. Two careers, rather than just one, were scaled back but still kept fully meaningful, and outside childcare requirements were minimized (in this case, to zero). Neither partner ended up with more power in the relationship, in terms of either finances or household management. Both shared the joys and the routine responsibilities of childcare every day, relieving each other for time away from endless chores. Both adored being with their daughter and shared all the decision making around her care. And both kept precious hobbies, slept enough, and grew closer for becoming parents together. This couple found a way to assure a strong and intimate father-child bond right from the start, and relieved either parent from more than half of the breadwinning burden. Neither partner felt guilty about taking time for personal fun. Together, they made enough money to sustain the family.

David and Marci had created a life of equally shared parenting. 




Owning the Dream

When first hearing of equally shared parenting (or ESP for short), people may wonder why it is any different from the standard family. Don’t most husbands pull their weight at home these days? Aren’t most women working? Yes, burdens are shared in many families now, but still in unequal ways and not often with balanced lives as a result. Women still typically manage the home and do far more housework and routine childcare than do men. Men still generally define themselves as the primary breadwinners, even if both partners work full-time, and rarely alter their work in any substantial way when children arrive, except when gender roles are reversed.

With equally shared parenting, all these burdens are jointly owned, day in and day out. In fact, when it comes to ESP, “ownership” is a key word. Not only must both partners own a fair share of the housework and childraising duties as well as the responsibility to tend a career, but they must own—as we will explore in detail in the coming chapters—their competence at household chores and managing the needs of the kids. In striving for an individually balanced life for each partner, we also need to own the responsibility for saying no (or yes) so that our work doesn’t take over the time we’d rather spend with our kids, with each other, or on our own rejuvenation. We must work within the constraints of the outside world—laws, bosses, social and financial expectations—to claim the lives we want without waiting for the process to become easy. But ownership is far from just “musts” and “need to’s.” There is immense joy in owning our choices and in experiencing the rewards that they bring.

So if ESP isn’t yet common, then is its goal too hard to attain  by most couples? Are Marci and David just an anomaly, with the perfect setup to live this way? We all know such an arrangement is not effortless or trouble free. In this book, you’ll learn where the going typically gets rough for couples who aspire to share all of life’s domains. You might have already correctly guessed that this lifestyle requires a high level of trust, respect, and daily communication, and that it takes a certain determination and some risk taking to bypass standard gender roles or societal norms. But you may be surprised to find out that the barriers you think are cast in iron can crumble when you are both ready to let them go.

Don’t worry. You needn’t cut your weekly work in half or share an office (or even have an office) or be self-employed or have only one child to embrace ESP. This life is possible even if  your life is nothing like David and Marci’s. All ESP couples figure out their own method of balancing their lives and relating to each other as equal partners in all domains of their family. Some, like Marci and David, start out sharing everything from the moment their babies are born. Others rebuild their relationships toward ESP after years of traditional parenting arrangements. Some work in well-paid professional fields with high flexibility; others hold down blue-collar jobs. Many work reduced hours, yet others retain their full-time careers. Their solutions are unique, but the foundations are similar for ESP couples of all stripes and colors. In this book, we will share with you what we’ve learned about how to make ESP happen and keep it alive—from our own experience and from the stories of many other couples who have reached for it, have found their balance points, and would never choose to live any other way.

There is only one requirement for equally shared parenting:  two willing partners. Once you know you both want the dream of an equal partnership and balanced lives, just as David and Marci  discovered they did, we will show you that the rest is possible. We’ll also describe the challenges and sacrifices involved in creating this dream—as no parenting lifestyle is without them.

ESP does not turn on the wind; it is not obliterated the minute one of you no longer has the perfect work schedule, nor is it negated by two partners with different paychecks, different standards for housework, or different ideas about how to raise children. It isn’t limited to people with a specific job or maternity or paternity leave benefit, or with better childcare options, a maid, a grandmother living next door, or something else that you don’t have. You don’t need to wait for the perfect global economic climate or governmental family law changes or family-friendly corporate policies to attain it. You don’t need more money. The two of you—with awareness and personal determination—are enough.




Let’s Make a Few Things Perfectly Clear

Before we get into the details of ESP’s foundations in the next two chapters, please allow us to share a few ground rules for the rest of the book.

As everyday practitioners of ESP, we write from our hearts and experience. This book is a practical guide, not an academic text. You will not read lots of statistics or see graphs of raw data or learn about the many studies that support this lifestyle. We have left this important work to others and direct you to some of the key literature in “Additional Reading” at the back of the book. We know that personal decisions are not made by comparing oneself with population trends. And so our job is simply to make  equal parenting real—real enough that you can choose it for yourself.

“Don’t show that to my wife,” say some men who learn what we’ve been writing. In our conversations with parents of both genders, it is common for them to initially suppose ESP means getting men to pick up their slack. So much is written about the lousy father who doesn’t do his share around the house! No fear—we’ll not add to this literature, and we vow to crush the myth that browbeating or tricking or guilting men into equality will come to any lasting good. In fact, we will challenge women to face their part in creating unequal relationships. ESP is not a call for men to do more. “We love living this way,” says one ESP dad who speaks for many. “No need at all to drag us into it.” Most men who earnestly and knowingly sign up for equal sharing do so because it individually appeals to them, not because it is their duty. They know that ESP gives them a full partner in earning the family’s income, an authentic daily connection with their kids, equal say in how their household runs, and guilt-free time to themselves—to name a few incentives. And even those who may begin ESP with a sense of obligation end up guarding it fiercely because they get from it as much as women do.

Throughout the book, we generally refer to parents as “husband and wife” or “he and she.” We also often direct specific recommendations toward the gender that would stereotypically find them applicable. This is not meant to exclude unmarried parents, same-sex parents, other nontraditional families, or specific men and women who don’t hold classic gendered attitudes. We hope you will be able to translate our standard language to fit your family type. We also focus primarily on equal sharing in intact families, rather than shared childraising for divorced parents.

ESP is not a method of parenting. We’re going to make an assumption that you and your partner are perfectly capable of being good parents—not those nonexistent perfect parents but the best parents for your child. ESP makes no value judgments about fit parenthood, prescribes no specific methods of discipline, advocates neither for attachment parenting nor cry-it-out sleep solutions. There are strong theoretical benefits to children raised in an ESP home, which we include in our discussion, but we stay away from teaching you how to be a parent.

Finally, this is not an all-or-none book. In the end, we know that every parent needs to figure out how to raise children; feed, shelter, and clothe them; and earn the money needed to do so. ESP is but one of the options available to all of us. And so our wish in writing this book is that each reader can find what works best for his or her life. Together, as a couple, you can decide whether the answer is equally shared parenting, a small piece of ESP, a piece today and maybe more in the future, or something else entirely. Our hope is that your choice is made with open eyes and an understanding of the possibilities.




The “Typical” ESP Family

Parents who practice equal sharing fit many different categories. Some build this lifestyle together specifically because they believe it is the best option for a child, and others come to it because it makes them happy parents, partners, and workers. Some consider it the best way to eliminate the need for any outside childcare without the financial and career sacrifices of having one parent stay at home. Many find that ESP fits well with a simple life. A  number of couples gravitate toward this lifestyle because they highly value family togetherness. Some men or women come to equal sharing from previously unsatisfying relationships built on traditional gender roles, seeking to do things differently this time around. Others have seen their own parents unhappy in traditional marriages. Some have previously decided, or suspected, that they didn’t want children—only to find that parenthood finally fit them when they forged an equal and balanced relationship with a willing partner. Lesbian and gay parents are well represented in the ranks of ESP; they have had to build their own roles, without social gender rules to guide them, and often come up with model egalitarian relationships as a result. Some ESP couples are those who have married late, establishing themselves as experts in their work field and holding out for a mate who would be energized by an equal partnership. Many are young parents still in graduate school who are determined to share everything even at the expense of power careers they may never launch.

And then there’s Marci and David. We’ve chosen to highlight their lives as an introduction to ESP not because they are a Hollywood rags-to-riches story or because they have achieved some flashy tabloid headline accomplishment. No massive change of heart caused either of them to quit a CEO position at a Fortune 500 company in favor of flipping burgers at a local restaurant. On the contrary, they are quietly living out happy lives with just a few tweaks to the path of the standard family. They value togetherness and sharing over amassing worldly wealth or high-level careers, and have carefully and purposefully structured their relationship to reflect these principles. If you could hang out with them, you’d notice that they don’t spend much time arguing about who does what or seething about any unfairness in their  relationship. Instead, they talk together about everything, and their connectedness is palpable. Like all of us, they are ordinary humans who have tough days, too. But they can’t wait to sing each other’s praises as a good parent and partner, and are dedicated to creating the best life for each other. Marci and David are, in many ways, a typical ESP couple.
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