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Introduction

I wish I had had this book when I was pregnant. If I did, I would have avoided many of the pitfalls and mistakes I made—both in my personal life and my work.

As a new mother, you will have so many demands placed on you. It is difficult to anticipate them if you don’t know what to expect. There are the demands on your time, your marriage, your health, your psychological well-being, and even your career. This is a lot to balance.

Your best strategy for success is to be prepared for what is coming down the road. If you think through the big changes that you are facing before they happen, you’ll be better equipped to deal with them.

There is no harder path in life than that of the working mother. There is also none more rewarding.You will laugh, you will cry, you will wipe up spit-up from your adorable baby, and you will thrill over your work achievements—all at the same time. And you will love it.

In fact, according to the Census Bureau, of the 4 million women who give birth each year in the United States, 51 percent of those who give birth to their first child return to work within four months. Some will be working full-time, some will be working part-time—in offices, factories, construction sites, military units, classrooms, and more.

I have been a working mommy since giving birth to my son, Zachary, who’s now three. I understand your challenges and your joys. I can’t say it’s easy, but I can honestly tell you there have been more laughs and good days than tears and bad days.

If there is one thing I can tell you as you start on your journey, it’s this: You can do it. Believe it or not, you will discover many new abilities and talents that will help you along the way—the ability to multitask, your love for your children, and your ongoing commitment to your career. Each of these is a valuable tool that you take with you to tackle the challenges ahead.

And remember: No matter what the challenge, no matter how stressful, you will not only survive, you’ll even thrive. And later, you may even say, “Wow, that was fun. . . . I’d like to do that again!”





Panel of Working Moms

When I began work on this book, I knew that I wanted to hear from other working mothers who had different experiences than mine. I invited several different women with various backgrounds and work challenges to participate. I even found national experts who were working mothers themselves—and intimately understood those special challenges. Here is our panel of working moms, who were kind enough to share their expertise with me on how they solved their daily challenges. You will see their suggestions, ideas, and solutions sprinkled throughout the book, in the hope that their stories will inspire you to write your own answers . . . whatever those may be.

Meet the Experts 

Dr. Teri Sullivan 

Dr. Teri Says: Some women feel like they need to get everything done. The best answer for this: Don’t do it. Reduce your workload at home, and focus on relaxing instead.

Dr. Teri is a clinical psychologist who specializes in helping women—especially mothers—adapt to the combined stresses of work and family. During her thirty-six years of practice, Dr.Teri has counseled more than 1,000 women on techniques available for handling work stress, coping with new parenthood, motherhood stress, and marital stress. She has pioneered many of her own creative approaches to help women manage the transition to motherhood. Dr. Teri received her Ph.D. in psychology from the University of Arizona. She is a member of the American Psychological Association and is listed in the National Register of Health Service Providers in Psychology. Dr.Teri is the working mom of Justin, now twenty-two and married.

Lynne Eisaguirre 

Lynne Says: A big mistake new moms make is thinking that they’ll make a decision, and that’s the way it’s going to be. I don’t think that happens for many women. That first year is all about changes. Life throws you curves!

Lynne is a nationally renowned speaker, author, lawyer, and entrepreneur who specializes in human resource issues in the workplace. Lynne has delivered more than 5,000 seminars to corporate workers across the globe and is the author of We Need to Talk: Tough Conversations with Your Employee, We Need to Talk: Tough Conversations with Your Boss, Stop Pissing Me Off! What to Do When the People You Work with Drive You Crazy, and The Power of a Good Fight: Embracing Conflict to Drive Productivity, Creativity, and Innovation. She is regarded as an opinion leader in the field of human resources and strategic conflict management and has appeared on CNN Headline News, ABC News, Bloomberg TV, ESPN, and NBC’s Dateline. She is also the founder of Workplaces That Work, a business that guides managers and executives through complex change with their employees. Her client list includes Coors, Harley-Davidson, Southwest Airlines, and Sun Microsystems. She is the working mom of fourteen-year-old twins, Nicholas and Elizabeth.

Dr. Kristen K. Stuppy 

Dr. Kristen Says: You can’t make kids do what you want them to do. When my son was two, he was in the mode of getting himself undressed every time I tried to dress him, which made it difficult to get to work on time. Kids are just kids.

Dr. Kristen is a pediatrician specializing in children of all ages—from infancy through teen years. During her career, she has helped thousands of children and their families cope with a wide variety of medical challenges. Dr. Kristen has served as chair of the Pediatric Department at Overland Park Regional Medical Center and Menorah Medical Center, as well as on the Physician Advisory Board at Children’s Mercy South in Kansas City. She is the author of “New Protocol for Management of Hyperbilirubinemia in the Newborn Infant.” Dr. Kristen received her doctor of medicine degree from the University of Missouri School of Medicine. She now works with Pediatric Partners, in Overland Park, Kansas. Dr. Kristen, who volunteers regularly in her community, is the working mom of nine-year-old Joe and six-year-old Sarah.

Lindsey O’Neil-Hill, CNM 

Lindsey Says: I thought I could do it all—clean the house, take care of the baby, have dinner on the table. But I was exhausted after six weeks. My girlfriend set me straight, “You don’t have to do all this by yourself. That’s why you have friends, family, a husband. You need to accept help from others.” Things got easier once I decided I didn’t have to be a superwoman.

Lindsey is a certified nurse midwife (CNM) who has treated more than 1,000 women in her five years in practice. She serves as a clinical midwifery instructor for Vanderbilt University, from which she graduated with a master’s degree in nursing. She is also a member of the American College of Nurse Midwives. Lindsey is the working mom of Jacob, now eight months old.

Meet The Mommies 

Christine 

Christine Says: Motherhood—no matter when you enter into it, no matter what you have or don’t have—is a challenge for everyone. It puts everyone on the same level, no matter how much money you make.

Christine, twenty-nine, is mom to Tiajah, age thirteen, Viviana, age nine, Mia, age two, and new baby Ella. Since marrying her husband, Joe, three years ago, she has left work and transitioned to the role of stay-at-home mom. Christine is in the process of completing her four-year college degree in education and has dreams of one day going back to work to teach. Her husband, Joe, works full-time.

Vonna 

Vonna Says: It’s always going to be hard to adjust, but you just learn how to multitask. I think women are better at multitasking. It’s all “doable,” you just need to take it one day at a time. If you need help, ask.

Vonna, thirty-three, is mom to Ashlyn, five, Gavin, three, and Elena, nine months. She and her husband, Brian, are both nurses. While she works as a cardiac nurse specializing in heart transplants, her husband is a critical-care float nurse, working in rapid response situations, such as ICU.

Lori 

Lori Says: Don’t be afraid to take your kids places—even though it’s uncomfortable at first—because if they don’t learn how to behave in public, then they’ll be wild animals.Who cares about dirty looks?

Lori, forty-four, is mom to John, age seven, and Addie, age four. She currently has her dream job, working full-time as a sales operations manager for an international computer company. Her husband, Kurt, works full-time for an environmental engineering firm. Lori aspires to take on an executive role in her company one day.

April 

April Says: Success has always been important to me—both as a mother and in my career. I love my child, and I also love receiving recognition at the workplace. For me, I knew I needed both to feel complete.

April, thirty-four, is mom to Ty, age four and a half. She works full-time at an advertising agency, while her husband, Aaron, is a full-time deputy who regularly works the night shift. Recently promoted to account management supervisor, April continues to advance her career—even as she and her husband consider having more children.

Sonya 

Sonya Says: Being a working mother takes organization, and it takes recognition of when you need help—help from your children, help from your spouse, help from your job, and help from others.

Sonya, forty-two, is mom to McKenna, age ten, and Kramer, age three. She works full-time as a learning consultant for a national health care technology firm. Her husband, Mike, also works full-time as a salesperson.

Jen 

Jen Says: Balance is important. Ask yourself: Is it really worth it to get stressed out over this? Or should I be doing something else—like loving and teaching my baby? That philosophy has really helped me to acclimate to the changes of being a new, working mother.

Jen, twenty-six, is mom to Isabel, twenty-one months; her husband, Danny, works full-time as a carpenter. Jen enjoys working full-time in human resources for her mother’s family-owned manufacturing business.

Kendra 

Kendra Says: I’m not really a laid-back person—I can be pretty uptight, but I’ve decided that I need to be laid-back with the baby. It goes against my type, but motherhood has really changed me!

Kendra, twenty-nine, is mom to Maddox, age eighteen months. She works full-time in merchandising in the apparel department of a major retailer. She and her husband, Brody, have been married for three years, and both work full-time.





PART 1
 Before Baby





CHAPTER 1
To Quit or Not to Quit?

Let’s face it. It’s the most critical question you will ask yourself during your pregnancy: “Should I quit? Or should I stay?” Would it be better to quit your job and stay at home with the baby? Or should you continue working?

When I was pregnant with Zack, my good friend and business advisor Malinda suggested I wait until after my maternity leave was over before making my decision on whether or not to stay home full-time I said to her, “But why? I love working.”

Malinda explained that she had worked with many women grappling with the same issue, and they didn’t really know how they felt until after the baby arrived.

Malinda was right. By waiting until Zack’s arrival, I could think through the issue with a better idea of what it would be like, which helped me come to the right decision. And I could enjoy my time home with my newborn without having to wonder if I had made the right choice.

In my case, I decided to continue working. That turned out to be the right decision for me.

Of course, as is the case with many, your financial situation may not allow you to quit work. You may need to continue working, simply to pay the bills.

But if you do have the choice to leave your job or keep working, it can be a difficult decision. Your choice may depend on several different factors. Here are a few things to consider to help you arrive at your decision.

The Five Factors to Consider in Deciding Whether to Quit Work 

While there are a lot of factors that may influence your own personal decision, here are the five “biggies” that apply to almost all women.

Number 1: Your Financial Situation 

Can you afford to quit? If so, then it may be an option for you. The big challenge here is: How do you know if you can actually afford to quit?

The simplest way to do it is to make a list of your total household income—including your partner’s, or any other contributing family members—and compare it to your total household expenses. You should do this two ways: In Scenario #1, you should tally it up as if you were still working. In Scenario #2, you’ll want to tally it up as if you were no longer working. Can your income cover your expenses in either case?

Don’t forget to include baby-related expenses such as child care, diapers, clothes, and formula. You may also need to make adjustments to your income in your post-baby work schedule. For example, if you know that your post-baby work schedule might include cutting back your hours or working fewer shifts, then you should show this in your total. If you have no idea as to what your post-baby schedule would be, then perhaps you could run a few different scenarios, including one in which you return to work full-time and one in which you return part-time.

Scenario 1: You Are Working 

In the first scenario, once you jot down all of your expenses versus all of your income, you will see whether your income will be able to cover all of your expenses. Don’t be surprised if you discover that you will not meet your future expenses with all of your current income.

Our Monthly Income and Expenses 

	Income 	Expenses
	Ellen: $3,500 
	Groceries: $400

	Jeff: $2,750 
	Mortgage: $1,200

	 	Car payment: $525

	 	Phones: $130

	 	Utilities: $185

	 	Diapers, formula: $200

	 	Dog food and care: $100

	 	Day care: $800

	 	House stuff (lawn care, etc.): $120

	 	Gas: $200

	 	Home insurance: $160

	 	Internet: $60

	 	Date nights: $150

	 	Take-out food: $125

	 	Hair and nail care: $150

	 	Clothes: $75

	 	Jeff’s golf: $30

	 	Beer and wine: $50

	Total Income 	Total Expenses
	$6,250 	$4,460

Scenario 2: You Are Not Working 

Now write up the lists again, this time without your income. You’ll also want to subtract some of the incidental expenses involved with work, such as gas, work clothes, and lunches. How does the picture look now? Can you still afford to cover all of your household expenses?

Our Monthly Income & Expenses Without Mom’s Income 

	Income 	Expenses
	Jeff’s monthly $2,750 
	Groceries: $400

	 	Mortgage: $1,200

	 	Car payment: $525

	 	Phones: $130

	 	Utilities, TV: $185

	 	Diapers, formula: $200

	 	Dog: $100

	 	House stuff (lawn, etc.): $120

	 	Gas: $200

	 	House insurance: $160

	 	Internet: $60

	 	Date nights: $150

	 	Take-out food: $125

	 	Hair and nails: $150

	 	Clothes: $75

	 	Jeff’s golf: $30

	 	Beer, wine: $50

	Total income 	Total expenses
	$2,750 	$3, 660

Yikes! The couple in this example wouldn’t be able to cover their expenses right now if the mother quit her job. However, if your scenario is similar, you could also consider reducing or reallocating household expenses.

Dr. Teri Sullivan, Ph.D., a clinical psychologist who specializes in women’s issues, and who has treated thousands of women—many of them working mothers—says that she has seen a lot of women who have taken the downsizing approach, with great success. “I have seen several clients who have a house that’s way too expensive, so they work all the time to make payments and have little time to enjoy family life. When they downsize, they are much happier.”

Once you have your numbers down, sleep on it. Come back to it. Talk it over with your husband. You may find that after reviewing the numbers, the decision is pretty straightforward.

If You Are a Single Mom 

If you’re a single mom, the equation may be pretty simple— you need to work to pay the bills. In that case, this will be a pretty quick decision, unless you can find financial support to allow you to stay home with your baby. However, if you really want to spend more time with your baby, you could still try to rearrange your work schedule (such as to four ten-hour days), or reduce your expenses so that you need less income—and therefore need to work fewer hours.

There are also lots of agencies out there that are helping single mothers. Why not take advantage of them? Agencies provide everything from day care, to baby clothes, to diapers, meals, and housing. You don’t have to use it forever—just while you most need it, in that first year after your baby is born.

Find out what’s available in your area—both government and private—and call them. If you’re too shy to call, then visit their website first. An hour’s worth of research may pay off for you in a very big way.

One of our panel moms, Christine, twenty-nine, used state agencies to help her pay for both day care and housing and says that it was a great experience. She estimates that the two programs saved her hundreds of dollars over the years.

“I was fortunate in that housing subsidies exist where I live,” she says. “I was especially thankful because if I had had to pay full rent, I never would have made it.”

Here are a few suggestions to start your search for a state agency or association to assist you:

• The Department of Social Services for your state 

• The United Way (www.liveunited.org) 

• The Housing Authority 

• Your Local Food Bank (www.secondharvest.org) 

• The Office of Family Assistance (www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ofa) 

Find out if your state offers family assistance resources. Get on the Internet and find out as much as you can about the organization.Then make a few phone calls and get help. Remember, there are people out there who love to help new mothers—they’ve built their whole careers around it!

Number 2: Feelings after Your Baby Arrives 

For many new moms with their first baby, the million-dollar question is: How will I feel after my baby comes? Will I still want to work?

The answer is: you won’t really know until the baby comes. And it will be different for every woman. In Dr. Teri’s experience, some people go to work and find out that they miss their baby much more than they imagined they would. Others think they don’t want to return to work, then realize that staying home isn’t for them.

In my case, by the end of my maternity leave I was both relieved and happy to go back to work. In fact, I have rarely enjoyed my work as much as in those first few months after my maternity leave. For the first time in my life, I actually had a good balance of work and family—the physical demands of caring for the baby allowed me to enjoy the mental tasks of work more, and vice versa. The two areas of my life were very complementary and balanced each other well.

Number 3: Medical Benefits 

Are you the main provider of benefits in your household? If so, then leaving work may not be a good option for you—unless you can find an acceptable (and affordable!) substitute.

Remember, you are going to incur higher than normal medical expenses over the next year—not just for you, but also for the baby. After your many pregnancy visits and tests are done, you then have the delivery and postpartum visits, not to mention the many upcoming well-baby and sick-baby visits to the pediatrician.

If you are the type of person who rarely visits the doctor, then once you have your baby, you’ll have a whole new appreciation for your medical benefits—because you will use them frequently during that first year. Of course, if your husband or partner is carrying the medical benefits, then this may not be a deciding factor for you.

Number 4: Your Enjoyment of Work 

How do you feel about your job in general these days? Love it? Hate it?

Here’s a clue: If you’re already feeling pretty down about your job, then staying home with your baby is going to look like a pretty attractive option—and that’s perfectly normal. But if you’re enjoying your work, you may be more motivated to stick with your job.

If you are really unhappy with your job, then be aware that it may not be a reason to quit altogether and stay home. Rather, you may still be interested in work—just a different job. So don’t let your unhappiness with your job prevent you from doing satisfying work that you love (in that case, see Chapter 16, The Decision to Change Jobs).

Number 5: Stress at Home 

If you and your husband both work stressful jobs already, then it is only going to become more heightened once the baby arrives. For example, if you are both routinely working fifty- or sixty-hour weeks, alternating twenty-four-hour shifts, or travel assignments, then what is now a challenging situation may get downright hellish once you add a baby, child care, and postpartum emotions to the mix.

With one person at home, there is someone to relieve the burden of doing chores, planning meals, going grocery shopping, and taking the baby in for doctor visits. This may actually help you save money in the end if you decide that the cost of child care will end up taking a large portion of one person’s paycheck anyway.

Of course, you don’t necessarily have to be the one staying home if your husband or partner is interested and willing.

What If I’m Still Not Sure?

If you have reviewed all the factors, and you are still not sure what you want to do, then my advice to you is the same advice that my friend Malinda gave to me: Wait until after the baby arrives and you return to work following your maternity leave before making your decision.

So go back to work after your maternity leave. Try it out for a few weeks. See how you like it.You’ll know pretty quickly if this will work out for you. And if worse comes to worst, and things aren’t working for you, you can always quit.

But if you at least reserve the right to make your decision later, you will feel less anxiety and stress over the whole decision-making process. And that’s better for everybody!

The One Factor You Should Not Consider: Guilt 

The one factor you should not use to guide your decision is guilt. So many women say, “I feel so guilty. I enjoy my work, but I feel like I should be at home with my son more.” Or, “I’m afraid that if I’m not a stay-at-home mom, my kids are not getting good care, and they’re going to grow up to be juvenile delinquents.” I have also met women who feel guilty for staying home, and start to think they aren’t doing anything with their life or that they’ll never make any progress with their career. If you start to succumb to these thoughts, remember: Guilt is nonproductive. Guilt will not help you make the right decision. Guilt is just a way to beat yourself up.

There is no evidence whatsoever that working mothers grow up to have dysfunctional children. In fact, it’s a silly myth that mothers harm their children by working.

According to a 2006 study by Adele E. and Allen W. Gott-fried at California State University, no link exists between the employment of mothers and criminal activity of their offspring, no matter whether the mom’s employment was full-time, part-time, or sporadic.

In fact, some research has found several benefits to families with working mothers. Children with mothers in recent or long-term employment were actually in better health than those with mothers who were unemployed for two years or longer. Fathers became more involved with their children, a pattern that continued into the late teen years once it was established. Work is also an important source of self-esteem, enjoyment, and self-reliance for moms, minimizing depression.

So whatever the factors are in your personal decision—don’t let guilt be one of them. The bottom line is that your working will not effect how your child will turn out.

A Few Tips for Making the Big Decision 

Now that you’ve thought through the issues, is there anything else that you can use to help you make your decision? Sure. Here are a few techniques that I have used with great success in making major decisions. If you feel stumped, try one of these.

List the Pros and Cons 

That’s right, sometimes nothing works better than a good, old-fashioned list of pros and cons. Start with two columns— one for work, one for staying home.

Take out a piece of paper and fold it in half to make the two columns. On one side, write down everything you can think of that’s good about staying at work. On the other side, write down everything you can think of that’s bad about staying at work. Then add up your total on each side.

	Pros	Cons
	Enjoy my work 
	Miss my baby

	I like my boss and coworkers 
	Less income to pay bills

	Get a break from the baby 
	Have to find day care

	Working on a fun project due in March
	 
	My career is finally taking off!  I want to keep going.
	 
	5 Pros 	3 Cons

Which one wins? Your heart may already know the answer before you even tally the numbers.

Write Out Your Feelings 

Do you keep a journal? If you like to write, then pull out a notebook and spend thirty minutes (or write for three pages, whichever comes first) writing about your decision.

Write down anything that comes to mind. It does not have to be structured, and it does not have to necessarily be about the topic of returning to work.You may be surprised at what comes up on the page. For example:

Wednesday, January 17

I’m really not sure what to do about work. Ryan thinks I should stay home if I want to. After all, how many opportunities will I get to be at home with my baby? Maybe this will be the only one that I have. But at the same time, I miss my job. I feel ready to go back. I wonder what my mom would say? Maybe I should call her.

There’s so much to do if I go back, I can’t even begin to think about it. Holy cow. I bet Sarah is still working in customer service, and that’s a minus. God, I feel so fat. I can’t even imagine fitting back into my work clothes. I’ll probably have to buy a new wardrobe. It seems like there is so much to consider . . .

The answer may not be obvious as soon as you put the pen down. When you are done, sleep on the results. After you wake up, things may be clearer. If not, then wait a day or two and try journaling again.

Talk to a Girlfriend 

Sometimes the best way to work things out in your mind is to share your scattered ideas with a close girlfriend. Something about the process of talking through the issue untwists your thinking. A trusted sister, your mother, or a cousin that you feel comfortable with works just as well. In the course of your discussion, you may even find yourself arguing one way or another—which tells you your answer.

Not Now, Honey!

[image: 2]

While you may be tempted to discuss this issue first with your husband, try talking to a girlfriend first. It sometimes helps to work out your ideas with someone who can relate to your feelings as a woman and a mother. Husbands are notoriously panicky about things like money and jobs, and that makes for a challenging conversation. You can always report back to him later about your thoughts.

Sleep on It 

Sometimes there is just no way to force the right decision. After all, this is a very emotional decision, at a very critical time in your life.

If you have time available, then try walking away from it for one week. Just leave it alone—choose not to obsess about it. Sleep on it. Or maybe pray or meditate on it, whichever works best for you. Suddenly, when you are least expecting it, the right answer may suddenly come to you.

It Doesn’t Have to Be One or the Other 

The decision to work doesn’t have to be all or nothing. These days, many companies are actively seeking employees who are more willing to work in nontraditional part-time or flextime arrangements.

If you enjoy your job (or need a certain amount of income) but don’t want to return to the full forty-hour grind, then consider asking your manager to reduce your hours. At one of my previous jobs, I knew of two mothers who negotiated a unique job-sharing arrangement with their manager. Since they both performed similar jobs, and they both had children at around the same time, they simply worked the same job on different days of the week. It was a win for the manager, too, since they reduced costs for the company.

If your manager is not open to a new arrangement, then don’t rule out the option of exploring a new job with an employer that would actually be excited to have a part-time employee. There are a lot of businesses out there that are delighted to work with part-time employees. For more information on negotiating a schedule with your boss see Chapter 3, Negotiating a New Work Schedule.

Ultimately, if you decide to work, then you’ll need to know about the fundamentals—such as maternity leave. So even if you are undecided right now, be sure to read on to learn about your rights and challenges with this important topic—as well as the many other facets of being a working mom. Knowing more may help you to decide.







CHAPTER 2
 Maternity Leave and FMLA 

When it comes to maternity leave, the best approach is to educate yourself—and negotiate for what you want—as soon as you feel comfortable.

The first and most important step is to educate yourself about the laws in your state and the policies at your workplace.

You may be surprised to learn that there is no national maternity-leave policy, so every scenario will be different. You may be even more surprised to discover that maternity leave is usually unpaid. Let’s start by exploring the five factors that affect your maternity leave.

How Maternity Leave Is Determined 

There are five main factors that determine how much maternity leave you will get. They are:

1. Law 

2. Your company’s policy 

3. Personal values 

4. Your ability to negotiate 

5. Your personal choice 

The Law 

As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, there is no federal obligation to give women time off for pregnancy, delivery, or normal postpartum recovery. However, some states now have laws governing maternity leave. These state laws require companies to provide a minimum amount of leave time, either paid or unpaid. Companies can’t provide less than the state dictates, but they can provide more. So be sure to educate yourself on your individual state laws—before you go in to talk with your boss or Human Resources department.

Don’t Assume Your Boss Knows the Law!
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Don’t assume that your boss knows the law—or your company policy. Some managers are better at learning human resource policies than others; and some companies have not thought out their policies very well. Give yourself the advantage by educating yourself about company policy, the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA), and state law.

What about FMLA?

Many companies have adopted the Family and Medical Leave Act as their maternity leave policy. Although FMLA does not officially cover a healthy pregnancy and delivery—it was designed to provide unpaid time for an employee to care for herself or another family member with a serious health condition— it is now frequently being used unofficially to handle maternity leave for a normal pregnancy and delivery.

In other words, companies are not obligated by law to provide FMLA leave for a woman with a normal pregnancy and delivery. Although having a healthy infant at home is not considered a serious health issue, many companies are using it as a guideline for their own company policy.

More about FMLA 

The Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) was created in 1993 to help employees take care of themselves (or another family member) when suffering from a “serious health condition.” It offers employees up to twelve weeks of excused absence from their jobs each year. However, there are many strict requirements around FMLA, and the act itself is a complex legal entity that has been the subject of much debate and interpretation.

For example, FMLA leave is unpaid leave (unless your company offers pay). Moreover, to qualify for it, you must have worked at your company for more than twelve months before taking leave—for at least 1,250 hours in the previous year.

Not only that, but your company must employ fifty-plus employees within seventy-five miles of the employee’s worksite to be eligible. In other words, smaller companies are not legally obligated to participate in FMLA at all.

There are many more requirements—so check out the following resources before approaching your manager or Human Resources department: www.dol.gov/elaws/esa/fmla; The FMLA: Understanding the Family and Medical Leave Act, by Will Aitchison; and Your Rights under the FMLA, by Margaret Jasper.

Regardless of whether or not your company uses FMLA as a guideline for maternity leave, you could still qualify for FMLA leave if a serious complication arose from your pregnancy, delivery, or postpartum recovery. For example, complications from a C-section, severe postpartum depression diagnosed by a doctor, or being put on bed rest during your pregnancy could qualify.

If there is no state law in your state, then you may be at the mercy of company policy. The bad news is that companies not governed by state law are not legally obligated to give you any maternity leave. The good news is that companies do it anyway. You can still rely on the other factors to help you out—including your manager’s personal values, and your ability to negotiate.

Your Company’s Policy 

Your employer may choose to stick with providing the minimum level of maternity leave that your state requires—or they may choose to provide more benefits.

If your state does not have any law requiring maternity leave, then you are relying on company policy (as well as on their personal values and your ability to negotiate) to get your maternity leave.

For example, your company may have a written policy that states clearly, “Two weeks’ paid maternity leave is to be offered to all employees.” Or there may be no policy written anywhere—but you know that the last two women who gave birth while working there were given six weeks’ unpaid time off. That would be considered an informal policy. Or perhaps you work in an office where no one has taken maternity leave before. In that case, you will be helping to create the policy.

The bottom line is, it’s really up to your employer to decide how much time, pay, and benefits you receive during your maternity leave—above and beyond any applicable state laws. Talk to your Human Resources department (if you have one), ask your manager about what she knows, or speak to other moms at your office. Learn what your company has done in the past. Find out if there are any written policies. Educate yourself before you negotiate for what you want. (You can find more information about negotiating in the next chapter.)

What about Paternity Leave?
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As companies increasingly recognize the important role that dads play with their babies, more and more companies are now offering paternity leave for new fathers. Some companies have been doing this informally for years, allowing dads to use vacation time—or offering additional paid (or unpaid) time off to be with the family. If your husband is interested, suggest that he ask his manager about it at work.

Personal Values 

Don’t just rely on company policy to determine your maternity leave. Keep in mind that many managers hold strong personal values about family and maternity leave, and they may lobby to give you more than is required by company policy.

This can work to your advantage. If your manager does not feel that the company policy is adequate, he or she may kick in some extras—such as pay, additional time off, benefits, or even an alternate work schedule when you return.

“Some employers value being family-friendly,” says Lynne Eisaguirre, our nationally renowned panel expert on human resources and conflict management in the workplace. “Or they may really value you as an employee, so they may provide more than policy allows.”

If you work at a very small company where your manager is the owner of the business, then you may be relying entirely on that person’s personal values to determine your maternity leave. This can be scary—but may also work to your benefit. Be prepared to explain to your boss how taking the time off that you need will make you more productive when you return— and offer to compromise if your job is important to you. For example, offer to take phone calls and check e-mails at home so that you can get six weeks instead of two.

The bottom line is that in a case where there is no company policy and there is no state law governing the amount of maternity leave you get, then you are completely at the mercy of your manager’s personal values. Some companies will not offer you any leave—and that’s a challenging fact of life for many new moms. Of course, you can still try to negotiate a situation that’s good for you. And you absolutely should.

Your Ability to Negotiate 

Don’t underestimate your ability to negotiate the maternity leave you want. Whether you are in a situation where your company has no maternity policy and no state legal obligation to provide one—or whether you are already receiving some leave but would like more (or pay, or continued benefits)—then ask for what you want.

The key is to take the initiative. Ask clearly and repeatedly for what you want. Think of it this way: If you want to take time off to spend with your baby, then you need to figure out how to do that while still helping your boss get what he or she wants.

Your Personal Choice 

In the end, it also comes down to your personal choice. Regardless of whether you are offered FMLA standard maternity leave or a shorter, less desirable leave, you may decide that you need more time at home with your baby and decide to quit. Or, conversely, some women realize entirely on their own that they cannot afford to take off the eight weeks that the company offers and still perform their jobs effectively or meet their career goals so they voluntarily shorten their leave.

In any case, the goal is to know your state law, your company policy, your manager’s values—and your own self. Do the best you can with whatever is available to you. Just remember not to sell yourself short—you may hurt yourself in the long run.

Be Prepared for Complications!

[image: 2]

If you have complications in your pregnancy or delivery, be aware that you are going to need more time off. While this can undoubtedly impact your income, it’s important to focus on healing—otherwise, it may take longer to get back to work. In my case, I started having contractions six weeks early, so my ob-gyn put me on restricted activity. It meant no travel and no outside meetings with clients—just taking it easy. As challenging as it was, it was better than the cost and heartache of delivering a premature baby, which would have happened if I had continued at my hectic pace.

Maternity Leave When You Are the Boss 

Of course, if you are self-employed, or are the boss of your own company, you will still have to make some decisions regarding maternity leave. It can be very difficult for self-employed women to take time out for maternity leave. But it can still be done, and you should definitely do it, as much for your sanity and productivity as anything else.

Don’t skip your maternity leave. Even if you think you can’t possibly take any maternity leave at all due to the pressure of customer demands and lost income, it’s always better to take some time off.

Look at it this way: You will be more productive more quickly when you return if you take the leave, even if only for a few weeks. It’s always better to take that time with your baby. And the longer you can stay out, the more time you’ll have to get things situated at home and with your infant, so you’ll be in a better headspace to begin working when you return. After all, you would expect your pregnant customers to take a few weeks off. Why not you?

In my case, I had originally planned to take only two weeks off. In fact, on the night I first went into labor, I rushed into my office at 2 a.m. to finish writing the brochure I had promised to a client!

Big mistake. At the end of two weeks, I felt like I had been hit by a Mack truck. I felt exhausted, and utterly consumed by the challenge of learning this new job, the job of being a mommy. So I ended up staying out for five weeks.

I now recognize that five weeks was still not enough. Next time, if at all possible, I will take eight weeks off. Despite the loss of income as a business owner, I know I will ultimately be saner—and more helpful to my clients.
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