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WHAT PARENTS ARE SAYING:

“This book changed our lives.”

“My three- year- old has become a different little girl, and she is so 

much happier now.”

“The ideas in this book work! It really is like magic! I feel like I am 

back in charge.”

“Simple, clear, concise, and easy to follow.”

“I highly recommend this book if you need a method of dealing with 

your little one(s) that keeps everyone calm.”

“Extremely helpful and informative.”

“A great book for any parent!”

“I was desperate for a change in my family dynamics. This book was 

the answer!”

“Fantastic book that really helps with toddler tantrums. My husband 

and I both read it, and now we are disciplining in the same way. This 

book has been a lifesaver!”

ManagerMomEpidemic_INTs.indd   1 9/17/19   1:56 PM



“This book really helps!”

“If you have challenges with your kids and you consistently follow the 

directions in this book, you will have such a better relationship with 

your children.”

“I have read many discipline books and tried many different methods. 

This was the one that worked for our family.”

“Thank you, Dr. Phelan! You are a lifesaver!”

WHAT EXPERTS ARE SAYING:

“This book is easy to read and navigate. As an in- home therapist I 

need lots of parent- friendly tools to use with families, and this is one 

of them. I highly recommend it!”

“As a parent and a school social worker, I highly recommend this 

book/system to everyone.”

“A wonderful book to use with parents in therapy to assist with 

parenting skills.”

“As a school guidance counselor, I highly recommend this book to 

both parents and teachers.”

“Great book! I am a pediatrician and I recommend it to my patients.”
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“I’ve recommended this book for years in my practice as a 

psychotherapist.”

“This is a staple in my child therapy practice’s pantry of goods.”

“As a pediatrician, I believe all caretakers should read 1- 2- 3 Magic 

and I cannot recommend it highly enough.”

“As a mental health professional, I’ve found 1- 2- 3 Magic to be the 

most powerful method of managing kids aged 2– 12 that I’ve ever 

come across.”
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I N T RO DU CT I O N

Do You Feel Like  
the Family Nag?

DO YOU ENJOY BEING THE family nag? I’m sure you don’t. 

But over the course of forty years working with families, I’ve 

observed a huge number of mothers (both those who work outside the 

home and those who don’t) who spend most of their time every day 

managing the logistics of their families— shopping for and cooking 

meals, cleaning up, helping with homework, scheduling appoint-

ments, reminding their children and husbands to go to those appoint-

ments… It seems never- ending. Why do these moms take on all this 

work? Because they feel like if they don’t do it, no one will— and the 

day- to- day functioning of the family will fall apart.
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xii  |  The Manager Mom Epidemic

Does this sound like you? If so, you’ve come to the right place. 

Many American families are living with a condition I call the Manager 

Mom Syndrome, which is just what I described above: a household 

run almost exclusively by Mom. Why is that a bad thing? Well, Mom 

is tired. Mom is overwhelmed. Mom has her own life to live, and 

maybe she would like to do something with her free time other than 

attend to the details of her family members’ lives.

Before we go any further, I must acknowledge that not 

every American family consists of the mom/dad/kids framework 

I use as the basis of this book. Many families are run by single 

parents. Many others are run by two women or by two men. Many 

families are formed through adoption, fertility assistance, or some 

other plan other than biological conception between two married, 

heterosexual adults. The diversity of the families in our country 

is something to be recognized and celebrated, and I hope that 

every type of parent finds something useful to take away from The 

Manager Mom Epidemic. The content of this book is driven by 

normative data of large populations, which overwhelmingly shows 

that families headed by heterosexual parents fall into a pattern in 

which the woman handles the majority of the daily responsibilities. 

Much has been written in the past several years about the “mental 

load” or “emotional labor” that is borne by mothers, and this book 

is a contribution to that conversation. If you are a father who finds 

himself shouldering the majority of the burden, or you are in a 

same- sex relationship, I hope the concepts and takeaways of this 

book help you create a happier, more equal family, and that the 

language used throughout for convenience doesn’t stand in the way 

of the benefits this book strives to provide.
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So, what is the Manager Mom Syndrome? It is an unwitting 

conspiracy between Mom, Dad, and the kids, who all believe that, in 

general, if the work of running the household is going to get done now 

and get done right, Mom has to do it. The good news is that this belief 

isn’t true, and the happiest families share the work and the fun equally 

without too much of the burden falling onto any single person.

So if you’re tired of being the one who always schedules the 

dentist appointments, buys presents for birthday parties, and handles 

the emotional labor of remembering, planning, scheduling, remind-

ing (and reminding again), it’s time to fire Manager Mom. Let’s get 

started!

What Does the Manager Mom Syndrome Feel Like?
Ella: “I’m so tired! I have to do everything by myself. I was up till 

eleven last night doing laundry, and that was after getting the kids to 

bed. My husband likes his alone time at night after working all day.”

Hailey: It’s 9:15 a.m. on a Saturday morning. Hailey has been up 

since 5:30 a.m. entertaining and feeding her two kids, two- month- old 

Carter and fourteen- month- old Owen. Husband Grant is still asleep, 

snoring peacefully. Hailey resolves that next week she is going to find 

more time for herself, one way or another. Will her husband want 

breakfast when he gets up? Why can’t he get his own?

Aubrey: At least sixty times per day, Aubrey wonders whether 

or not she is a good mother. She remembers hearing a speaker once 

who mentioned a concept known as “total motherhood.” This was 

the idea that all the responsibilities for child- rearing rested solely on 

the shoulders of the mother of the house. Aubrey feels that’s the way 

things are in her home. She has one child, five- year- old Taylor, but her 
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xiv  |  The Manager Mom Epidemic

husband spends time with the child only on the weekends, and that’s 

mainly engaging in fun activities— not the childcare basics such as 

bathing, dressing, feeding, and so on.

Abigail: “I’d love to go out at night, but I can’t imagine just 

being gone from home for three hours straight. And I can tell you this, 

I’d feel really funny just announcing that I’m leaving the house for a 

long time for the sole purpose of hanging out with a friend.”

Kylie: Kylie is hunkered down at a motel just eight miles from 

her home. She told her family she was taking a week off and going 

“on strike.” She left her husband, eight- year- old daughter, and twelve- 

year- old son at home to fend for themselves. Kylie explained, while 

trying to suppress her resentment, that she was tired of being what she 

called the “family gopher.” Cook, babysitter, laundromat manager, 

picker- upper, toilet scrubber, scheduler, chauffeur— you name it. 

Secretly, Kylie hopes the family will feel an appropriate sense of guilt, 

come to appreciate all the services Mom has offered, and change their 

ways when she returns from her “vacation.”

Janelle: “Friday is my laundry day. I get it started after I get 

home from work. Do you think the kids— and Dad— can take the time 

from their busy schedules to get their stuff down to the laundry room? 

Guess again— no, don’t think so. I nag and nag, which I don’t enjoy, 

then half the time I have to get their dirty clothes myself.”

No One Is Happy
Although you might think that Mom might be the only one upset 

about Manager Mom Syndrome, everyone in the family has issues 

with these Mom- directs- all scenarios. Kids don’t like being told what 

to do all the time, and they become more uncooperative, forgetful, and 
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resistant the more nagging they 

hear. (Psychologists sometimes 

call this “passive- aggressive” 

behavior.) Dad gets tired of 

listening to arguments between his spouse or partner and the children, 

and he tends to pull back and— in some ways— “disappear.” How 

long does it take to read the sports page in the bathroom?

Of course, the biggest victim of the Manager Mom Syndrome 

is Mom. In this kind of family set- up, Mom justifiably feels taken 

advantage of and overloaded. Mothers— particularly those with small 

children— feel anxious (“Can we get all the chores done today?”), 

resentful (“Why doesn’t anyone around here help out?”), guilty (“Am 

I a good mom?”), and depressed (“Is this my life?”). Mom’s mental 

health takes a beating.

As one mother put it, “With all these people and all this activity, 

I feel as though I’ve lost myself.” How? Here’s one example. In 1980, 

Gerald R. Patterson wrote a paper called Mothers: The Unacknowledged 

Victims. That book was written, surprisingly, before a lot of mothers 

started working outside the home part- time and then, more and more, 

full- time. Patterson pointed out, after extensive research, that mothers 

of normal preschoolers are regularly exposed to “high densities of 

aversive events.”1 In other words, raising these cute little creatures—

pretty much alone— is a tough and often unpleasant job.

Arlie Hochschild’s well- known work, The Second Shift: Working 

Families and the Revolution at Home, originally published in 1989, 

highlighted another version of the stress on moms.2 Hochschild 

pointed out that even when men and women both worked outside 

the home, women tended to do a “second shift” on evenings and 

Everyone in the family has 
issues with these Mom-  
directs- all scenarios.
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weekends that included taking care of most of the primary childcare, 

secondary childcare, and housework responsibilities.

In her 2018 book, Fed Up: Emotional Labor, Women, and the 

Way Forward, Gemma Hartley adds another twist to this picture by 

describing how the current domestic scenario actually adds insult to 

injury for mothers. First of all, direct, primary childcare is usually a 

very difficult kind of mental or “emotional labor.”3 Though it has its 

rewards, it is also a kind of unremitting and lonely drudgery. Second, 

primary childcare with very young kids does not receive anywhere 

near the kind of social support and recognition that working outside 

the home provides.

What Is the Manager Mom Syndrome?
When all is said and done, the Manager Mom Syndrome is a kind of 

maternal addiction, and Dad, partner, and kids are the passive enablers 

of the obsession. Oddly enough— and you can look at the problem 

through different lenses— Mom is often addicted to an occupation that 

has a number of positive descriptors: President, Servant, Commander, 

Crisis Manager, and First Responder, for example, come to mind. 

Those roles are usually considered positive ones.

But in filling these roles, Manager Mom overdoses on kindness, 

helpfulness, organizational skills, and commitment to getting the 

work done. In the process of expressing these normally constructive 

traits, Mom loses her healthy free time— and herself.

What about the enablers— the other members of the family? 

Well, if Mom wants to take responsibility for everything, fine! Often 

other family members will simply let Mom take over, thus unwittingly 

and inadvertently sacrificing their own independence and competence.
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When the Manager Mom Syndrome goes untreated and the 

behavior of its active (moms) and passive (dads and kids) conspira-

tors continues unchecked, the Syndrome sometimes morphs into its 

absolute worst expression: Martyr Mom. This condition is especially 

difficult to deal with, because among its symptoms is the fact that as 

time passes— more and more— the participants in the drama start to 

enjoy their own misery.

Fortunately, Manager Mom Syndrome is a curable condition. 

For that remedy to materialize, though, both moms and dads need 

to hear some things they don’t really want to hear. Then both moms 

and dads need to do some things that they might not really want to 

do— at least for a while. And— surprise, surprise— the kids have to 

be included in some meaningful way. The process can sometimes be 

extremely difficult, but the effort is usually worth it. Living in a house-

hold where Mom’s angry organizational dominance and constant 

supervision seem to be a requirement for smooth operation is not 

good for anyone’s mental health or for the happiness of the family as 

a whole.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Three Concepts  Kid’s Independence

 Equal Suffering Law

 Family Bonding

Eradicate Manager MOM!
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PART I

HOW DID WE 
GET HERE?

The Origins and Side Effects of Manager Mom
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O N E

Interpersonal Bonding vs. 
the Frantic Modern Family

ONCE MANAGER MOM IS IN operation, its side effects start 

reinforcing the Syndrome itself, locking everyone into a kind 

of powerful and self- perpetuating vicious circle. In this chapter, we’ll 

take a look at the family bonding part of the Manager Mom problem.

Warmth and Affection: Goals
One of the deepest and most universal human needs is to have close and 

affectionate relationships with the people you live with. That means to 

both know them and to like them. In my experience, the vast majority 

of high school students admit to wanting a good family life in the future. 
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2  |  The Manager Mom Epidemic

Now, if normally oppositional 

teens admit to such a need, it 

must be a powerful one!

This future interpersonal 

goal of adolescents is right on 

the money for good reason. In 

addition to finding other people fun and enjoyable to be with, volumes 

of research consistently indicate that both physical and mental health 

are much better when people experience warm and friendly connec-

tions at home.

As part of their goal to live happily with others, the vast major-

ity of human beings also want to become parents. They want to raise 

a couple of those adorable little tykes. Having children and becoming 

a parent does provide a deep sense of meaning and purpose to the 

lives of many people. Whether they actually have them or not, about 

95 percent of adults say they want (or did want) children.4 That’s 

an amazingly universal statistic! In fact, if you are in the business of 

dating and you don’t want to have kids, it is considered very bad form 

to not reveal your preference early on in any relationship.

Warmth and Affection: Realities
In spite of this universal goal and deep desire for affectionate, live-

in family relationships, we humans don’t seem to be very skilled at 

getting what we want. When it comes to family affection, warmth, 

and bonding, we don’t seem to do well at all. Look at these data:

• 41 percent of first marriages end in divorce.

• 60 percent of second marriages end in divorce.

One of the deepest and most 
universal human needs is to 
have close and affectionate 
relationships with the people 
you live with.
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• 73 percent of third marriages end in divorce.5

This is really sad. All of us want closeness and affection at home, 

but we don’t seem to be very good at achieving that goal. What, specif-

ically, is going wrong, and does the Manager Mom Syndrome relate 

to whatever is causing the trouble? Let’s examine the process by which 

most of us create our families.

Step 1. Finding Mr. or Ms. Right
If you’re like most people, somewhere in your adolescent or post-

adolescent years you came across another person whom you thought 

was fun to be with. Your mutual activities involved doing lots of fun 

things (dating) and probably also involved lots of genuine two- way 

conversations— often until early into the morning. After a short while, 

it’s very likely that your relationship also started including the poten-

tial narcotic: sex.

All this horsing around may have triggered in you another instinct 

that we refer to as falling in love. Falling in love refers to a mental 

state characterized by a desire to be with another person constantly, 

a tendency to idealize that other person, and a deep conviction that if 

you could ever live with that other person full- time you’d never have 

another care in the world again. This wonderful mental state, which 

psychologist Dorothy Tennov called “limerence,” lasts, on average, 

about two years.6

Whether or not you actually felt like you were in love (not all do), 

during this dating process you were bonding with another human being:

1. Your experiences with them were by far mostly positive.
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2. These pleasant experiences were frequent.

3. They were mutual and often very intense.

4. These positive experiences could last for long periods of time.

During this period, your new relationship cast a cheery glow 

over the rest of your life. After being apart for a while, your greet-

ings were energetically warm, intense, and friendly, and you actively 

sought to maximize your time with each other.

Step 2. More!
You were now ready to make a monumental decision: The decision to 

live together or get married. Off you go! Though you did not know it 

at the time, as far as the health of your relationship went, this is one of 

the most dangerous decisions anyone can make. Studies consistently 

show that after getting married or starting to live together, a person’s 

satisfaction with both their partner and their relationship begins its 

first steady decline (the second decline will come in just a bit).

Most of us, however, at the time we get married or move in are 

not thinking along these lines. Our thoughts go more like this: “Just 

think how much fun we’re having now. And we’re not even together 

all the time! After we live in the same home and pursue the same 

dreams, our fun will double or even triple. Wow— I can’t wait!”

Moving in or getting married does have its rewards. There’s no 

problem getting together anymore, and now you don’t have to split up 

every night! But there’s a catch.

Step 3. The Catch Part I
The happily-ever-after scenario is about to stumble over an unpleasant 
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truth: your decision to live together will transform your relationship 

by altering its fundamental premise. While dating was a decision to 

have fun together, living together or getting married is unwittingly a 

decision to work together. Now we’ll try to get ahead, we’ll buy cars, 

we’ll find a nice place to live, we’ll get sick and care for one another, 

visit the families, and do the chores.

There is no guarantee that a good partner for fun will make a 

good partner for work. A fun- to- work switch like this might take the 

wind out of any relationship’s sails— and, of course, it often does. 

Gradually— and sometimes not so gradually— the time spent on work, 

shopping, in- laws, finances, and everything else starts eating away at 

the time spent enjoying each other’s company. The Household Heavy 

Hitters— laundry, food and drink preparation, kitchen cleanup, 

housecleaning, and household management— start to take their toll. 

You wake up one morning, look over at the person in bed next to you, 

and think, “You’re not as much fun as you used to be.”

You did not expect this change. Admit it— a large part of you 

hoped for Happily Ever After. Even if you had been aware of the 

research on the decline in marital satisfaction, it’s likely you would 

have felt sure those negative trends would not apply to you.

So what happened? In pursuing all your dreams, the priority of 

work (shared tasks and separate tasks) replaced the priority of shared 

fun. Your experiences with one another changed to this:

1. The mutual experiences were less positive.

2. The positive experiences were less frequent.

3. The good experiences were less intense.

4. The upbeat experiences lasted for shorter periods of time.
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In addition, for many couples, move-in time is when the Manager 

Mom Syndrome begins to creep into the picture. Most people moving 

in together have full- time jobs, but now they potentially share the 

Household Heavy Hitters: laundry, food and drink preparation, 

kitchen cleanup, housecleaning, and household management.

In my experience, where a guy has been on his own for a number 

of years, he is more likely to continue to do his own laundry and 

to enjoy cooking and some shopping. He is less likely to clean the 

kitchen and much less likely to clean the house (dust, vacuum, scrub 

toilets, etc.). With these problems men are not as likely to be First 

Responders. Women are likely to be First Responders, and in the 

absence of Constructive Household Division of Labor Negotiations 

(which usually do not occur), more tasks are likely to “default” to the 

female of the species.

In fact, at move- in time, many women are thrilled to do laundry 

for two, shop for two, cook for two, clean the kitchen, and clean the 

house. The “for two” part is fun, and it represents a milestone in life. 

The new man of the house thinks This is cool! and he reverts to a more 

traditional, household- passive male role. After not too long, however, 

the new milestone becomes an old millstone for his wife or partner, who 

begins to feel that she is always rushing frantically from chore to chore.

Step 4. The Catch Part 2: And Baby Makes Three
Unfortunately, at this developmental stage, Reality is not done with 

you: things are about to get tougher. The vast majority of adults 

choose to have children. In our culture, we romanticize having kids. 

The cover of your favorite magazine trumpets, “Superstar Actress 

Carrie Jones Expecting Twins! She’s So Excited!!”

ManagerMomEpidemic_INTs.indd   6 9/17/19   1:56 PM



Interpersonal Bonding vs. the Frantic Modern Family  |  7

Adults produce children in response to one or more of a whole 

collection of positive images that evoke upbeat and pleasant feelings:

• Giving your parents grandchildren

• Reading a story at bedtime and snuggling

• Carrying on your family

• Social pressure/expectations

• Giving and receiving love

• Coaching your child’s baseball team

• Embodying your love for one another

• Etc.

Earlier I mentioned that in this book you will hear some things 

you don’t want to hear. Here’s another unfortunate fact: Having 

children speeds up the drop in marital or relationship satisfaction.7

A lot.

Over the first four years of marriage, for example, the decline 

in marital satisfaction for parents is double that for nonparents. 

The negative effects of that cute little bundle of joy are sudden and 

persistent, and studies show that it is mainly living at home with the 

children that interferes with adults’ sense of well- being. Kids, in other 

words, are very hard to live with even if they are “cute as the dickens” 

and we love them very much.

Having kids is a thousand 

times easier said than done, but 

not one of us appreciates that 

reality beforehand. You simply 

can’t. Many couples still believe, 

Over the first four years of 
marriage, for example, the 
decline in marital satisfaction 
for parents is double that for 
nonparents.
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as a matter of fact, that having a baby will bring them closer together. 

But bringing the new child home is a kind of new awakening that causes 

permanent and revolutionary changes.

With the arrival of a first child, both parents lose a ton of their 

autonomy. A crying baby is no fun, and neither is getting up in the 

middle of the night. After going through what amounts to major 

surgery to have the child, Mom is tired all the time. Dad feels like 

he has lost his best friend— his wife. There’s less or no sex. The baby 

is always there! Couples tend to inevitably take their “baby frustra-

tions” out on each other, and they also say and do fewer pleasurable 

things to and for each other after the baby arrives.8

Manager Mom Syndrome Intensifies
In short, bringing home that first baby is traumatic for a couple. With 

a new baby, the change in the basis of the relationship from fun to 

work accelerates, the workload itself mushrooms, and mom- dad 

bonding suffers accordingly.

With diapers, feedings, laundry, and other childcare items, the 

Manager Mom phenomenon starts to emerge as mothers respond to 

the handling of these items much more naturally and spontaneously 

than dads do. Sleep deprivation also makes Mom’s plight worse, since 

mothers are also more likely to attend to kids’ bedtime and nighttime 

waking problems.

As kids get older, behavioral issues will add to parental and 

marital stress. One parental problem is controlling negative behav-

ior, and another issue is encouraging good behavior. As happens with 

housework, Mom is usually more on the front lines than Dad when it 

comes to managing the following:
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Negative Behavior Positive Behavior

Arguing Bedtime

Yelling Homework

Whining
Getting up and out  

in the morning

Teasing Chores

Tantrums Eating

Pouting Picking Up

Lying Sleeping through the night

Sibling rivalry Bathing and brushing teeth

Some writers feel that child behavior problems may be the 

number one cause of arguments between parents. Child discipline 

squabbles can also be aggravated by the fact that many times neither 

parent has any idea what he or she is doing when it comes to behavior 

management!

Bonding and the Frantic Modern Family
All this work-related and child-related stress often makes for a rushed 

and frantic household. What happens to the mom- dad bonding? A 

couple’s affection for one another is still there, but it’s weaker and 

it’s not getting strengthened as often or as intensely as it used to. The 

warmth of the parent’s relationship with each other no longer casts 

a cheerful glow over the rest of each person’s life. After time apart, 

greetings are less energetic, warm, or friendly, and this change is 

noticeable to other people. Finally, maximizing time together is no 

longer a priority for moms and dads. It may not even be an issue 

anymore, since there is a good chance that both spouses or partners 

feel overdosed on family— including the baby.
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What about parent-child bonding? Our data here present us 

with a strange paradox. As we saw, about 95 percent of adults say 

they want (or would have wanted) children, and in spite of all the 

stresses kids bring, a similar percentage of parents say they would 

have children again if they had the choice. In other words, having 

kids responds to a deep human need and adds profound meaning to 

an adult’s life. The vast majority of parents love their kids very much.

The paradox, however, is that in spite of that love and that 

profound meaning, living with and bonding with kids is problem-

atic and stressful. In one study, for example, researchers asked 909 

working women what activities gave them the most pleasure.9 Out of 

nineteen possible activities, childcare ranked low— sixteenth out of 

nineteenth (right behind housework).

In another study, parents were asked, “Whose company do you 

enjoy most?”10 Here, children came in last behind friends, spouses, 

relatives, acquaintances, and one’s own parents. Being with one’s 

children was ranked the same as being with strangers.

For parents, in other words, kids are a “high- reward, high- cost” 

phenomenon.11 One of the costs is a couple’s transition from being 

lovers to being parents. Another cost is the change in focus from 

enjoying each other to getting 

all the work done. Both of 

those changes go a long way 

toward explaining why we 

humans aren’t so good at family bonding. To sustain a relationship, 

you need to play hard with your friend, lover, or child on a regular 

basis. Modern family life doesn’t leave much time for fun— especially 

when Manager Mom Syndrome takes over.

For parents, in other words, 
kids are a “high- reward,  
high- cost” phenomenon.
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Mom-dad bonding issues and parent-child bonding issues are a 

big part of the vicious cycle that is the Manager Mom Syndrome. So is 

another issue we call the Equal Suffering Law, which we’ll examine next.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Our culture tends to unrealistically romanticize the notion of having 

children. Why? Because adults don’t like to feel like they’re criticiz-

ing innocent little kids and also because children can be so cute and 

loveable. But the side effects of having little ones are a huge part of the 

Manager Mom problem.
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The Equal Suffering Law:  
Moms vs. Dads

OVER THE YEARS, WHENEVER I’VE mentioned The Equal 

Suffering Law (ESL) at parenting seminars, I always get the 

same response: knowing looks, subdued laughter, and some scattered, 

sheepish expressions— usually from the men. I used to think I would 

have to explain the concept, but it seems the audience was always one 

step ahead of me. I recently also discovered a book called The Fairness 

Instinct, which describes a basic human instinct or orientation toward 

equality or fair-mindedness.

The Equal Suffering Law applies to all families, and it’s as old 

as the hills. Here’s a definition: The ESL is my term for the human 

ManagerMomEpidemic_INTs.indd   12 9/17/19   1:56 PM



The Equal Suffering Law: Moms vs. Dads   |  13

belief or rule that in any meaningful and relatively permanent group, 

people should work or contribute equally to the extent they are able. 

Individuals are expected to put forth equal amounts of effort (which 

can include discomfort or pain) in their attempts to provide for the 

common welfare of their group. People who do not contribute equally 

are known as cheaters (in evolutionary psychology terms) and these 

people are resented unless they are unable to perform their duties (e.g., 

very young children, the sick, or infirm).

The Family Division of Labor
Imagine a family with two children and two parents. Both parents are 

working full- time outside the house. Marriages where both parents 

work now make up more than two- thirds of all marriages that involve 

children.12 In the history of mankind both parents working outside 

the house like this represents an unusual situation. It is a decidedly 

modern phenomenon.

Let’s also imagine a big list of all the things that have to be done 

around the house where these two parents and two children are living. 

There are lots of different ways to describe and categorize what needs 

to be done, but let’s assume that our to- do list involves several catego-

ries: Childcare Basics, Household Tasks, and Child Discipline:

Childcare Basics

Supervision Hygiene Grooming

Safety Potty Training

Feeding Dressing
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Household Tasks

Cooking Doing yard work Making beds

Taking care of pets Recycling Cleaning bathrooms

Scheduling car 
maintenance

Watering plants Managing money

Shopping (food, 
clothes, school  
supplies)

Doing dishes Cleaning kitchen

Doing laundry Dusting Vacuuming

Straightening up Cleaning bedrooms

Scheduling activities 
(friends, family)

Taking out garbage

Child Discipline

Arguing Lying
Sleeping through 
the night

Yelling Adhering to bedtime Bathing

Whining Doing homework Brushing teeth

Teasing Getting up and out

Tantrums Eating

Pouting Picking up 

These lists define for this family exactly what the common 

welfare is. Now recall that the Equal Suffering Law requires (or 

strongly suggests, anyway) that each person contribute equally to the 

common welfare to the extent 

that they are able. The classic 

ESL problem is that Manager 

Mom is doing too many things 

from this list, and Dad is not 

doing enough. Therefore, Dad 

The Equal Suffering Law 
requires that each person 
contribute equally to the 
common welfare to the 
extent that they are able.
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is put into evolutionary psychology’s cheater category, and Mom is 

resentful. Violations of the fair division of labor, in fact, are a huge 

issue in many marriages, help explain our high divorce rate, and 

account for a ton of mom- dad bonding issues.

Years ago, in The Second Shift, for example, Hochschild quoted 

a study by Alexander Szalai that triggered a lot of controversy. Szalai 

in 1966 found that working women spent three hours per day doing 

housework while men averaged 17 minutes.13 Women averaged fifty 

minutes per day with the kids, men twelve minutes. On the leisure 

side, men watched TV for an average of one hour per day longer than 

their wives and slept one half hour more every night.

Over the last several decades, there has been a steady increase 

in the amount of time males contribute to the common welfare, aside 

from the income they produce from their outside work. This increase 

includes greater time spent on the Household Heavy Hitters (most 

time-consuming), such as food and drink preparation, kitchen and 

food cleanup, interior cleaning, laundry, and other household tasks. 

Dads are also doing more primary and secondary childcare (second-

ary childcare involves children under age thirteen in your care, but as 

the parent or caregiver, you can be doing another primary activity, 

such as housework, and not be directly caring for the child).

Surprisingly for some men and women, many men have reported 

actually enjoying these activities! And men doing more housework 

and childcare has meant a significant decrease in the severity of 

Manager Mom Syndrome in many households— a welcome change 

for the moms involved. In families where both parents work full- time, 

however, surveys usually find that women still spend more time doing 

household tasks, direct primary childcare, and secondary childcare.
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The Second Shift, though, triggered a furor that still contin-

ues today. Interestingly, discussions about the fair division of labor 

around the house usually focus on Mom’s work/effort vs. Dad’s work/

effort. Most of the time, what the children are doing or not doing is 

not involved in the discussion. That is a problem that we’ll turn to in 

the next chapter.

Who’s Going to Do What? Warriors and Worriers
So we have our big list of activities and chores that define the common 

family welfare and we have Mom vs. Dad inequities in labor output. 

How do problems with the Equal Suffering Law arise? Let’s look at 

two critical elements, one psychological and one cultural.

The Psychological Element
In her book, Warriors and Worriers: The Survival of the Sexes, Joyce 

F. Benenson describes several innate, evolutionary, psychological 

differences between men and women. As warriors, she says, men are 

more oriented toward protecting the family from outside dangers, and 

they enjoy being with other men for the purposes of taking part in or 

watching sports, completing tasks, beating each other up, or actually 

engaging in war. As worriers, Benenson says, women have a different 

profile. When with other women, they enjoy talking more than men 

do. What do they talk about? Worries, what’s wrong with their lives, 

personal vulnerabilities, and relationship issues.

Benenson describes other man/woman differences that apply to 

our present discussion of the ESL. Men “invest more in competing 

for females and initiating sex.”14 Women, she adds, “wisely exercise 

caution before they have sex and get stuck feeding and caring for 
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the baby that emerges from their body.” Women also “spend more 

time, energy, and resources in making sure the resulting baby stays 

alive.” Women, according to Warriors and Worriers, typically spend 

more time caring for babies and older family members and finding 

and preparing food.

In Benenson’s opinion, these traits are not to be seen as excuses 

for anyone’s behavior, but rather as distinct behavioral tendencies that 

distinguish the two sexes. One of her conclusions takes us straight to 

a big part of the Equal Suffering Law problem: “Men like to take care 

of babies and children too, of course,” she says, “but not as freely, 

frequently, or intensely as females do.” The key here is in these three 

words:

Freely

Frequently

Intensely

This is another way of saying First Responder. Go back and look 

at our Household Tasks and Childcare Basics lists. Who’s going to do 

what? Based on her evolutionary predispositions, Mom is going to 

respond to problems like dirty diapers, teeth brushing, feeding, and 

nighttime waking often before Dad is aware that anything needs to be 

done. What will Dad’s reaction then be? Based upon his evolutionary 

predispositions, Dad’s reaction will be: “Cool— I can live like this!”

This is why the difficulties of the new- baby transition are 

particularly hard on mothers. Moms respond first according to their 

traditional— or evolutionary— gender roles, and dads follow along 

passively.15 Even when both spouses work outside the home (and 

there’s the rub!), women take on more childcare and housework 

responsibilities.16 As First Responders, the women may not like doing 
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as much as they do, but their natural response is take care of certain 

problems, such as childcare or housework, when they see them.

Neither male nor female is trying to be malicious in creating the 

Manager Mom Syndrome. They are just doing their age- old, hered-

itary, evolutionary thing. In addition, though, and making matters 

worse, neither sex is adept at negotiating the ESL. The gals complain 

from time to time, the guys avoid the subject, and there are periodic 

blow- ups that accomplish nothing other than splitting the couple 

further apart.

The Cultural Element
So one contributor to ESL violations is psychological and evolution-

ary. The other is more recent, and it is cultural. The culture we live in 

no longer supports the kind of arrangement depicted in The Second 

Shift. In the 1950s, with fewer women working, it may have, but not 

anymore. Equal work/equal suffering and sharing the loads (childcare 

and housework) is the word on the street— and at home— today.

But even in the 1950s, before so many women started working 

full- time outside the home, something was wrong with the division- 

of- labor picture. Let’s look at that for a second. Imagine in 1955 a 

dad who left home at 7:30 a.m. for work as an advertising copywriter. 

He got home at 5:30 p.m. The mom stayed home caring for kids who 

were aged two, five, and seven. When they all reconvened at 5:30 

p.m., who had had the harder day, Mom or Dad?

The popular wisdom and culture at the time always claimed it 

was the father. After all, he was out there competing in the big, bad, 

dangerous world and it was his efforts that supported the entire family 

financially. But as Patterson pointed out long ago in Mothers: The 
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Unacknowledged Victims, the truth is that the mother had the harder 

day. Why? Both jobs, parenting and copywriting, were stressful and 

required high energy outputs. But Dad’s job very likely provided more 

reward points, more meaningful challenges, fewer senseless interrup-

tions, and work with adults. All- day parenting is not the same at all. 

As one frustrated mother once told me, “It’s hard to spend all day 

with the kids. It’s crazy! They’re not the same age as me!” This, of 

course, is especially true when preschoolers are involved.

Even in the 1950s, Dad would not have traded places with Mom 

for anything. Sure, there are more stay- at- home dads today, but the 

numbers are still relatively small.

Recall the study asking moms what activities were most pleasur-

able for them. Kids came in sixteenth out of nineteen pursuits— right 

after housework. This may be why, in countries where subsidized child-

care is readily available (e.g., Sweden, Finland), parenting satisfaction 

is higher than it is in the U.S. Moms often need more of a break!

The ESL: Keeping Score
Couples, of course, have different ways of keeping a tally of the status 

of the Equal Suffering Law in their house. In families where Dad 

works full- time and Mom works part- time, for example, childcare 

and housework labor discrepancies are not always seen as violations 

of the ESL. Mom may do more housework, primary childcare, and 

secondary childcare (like babysitting) without minding too much 

since they aren’t spending as much time working outside the home as 

their partner is.

But determining how “fair” the distribution of labor is can get 

complicated. In fact, each of the following items has, at one time or 
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another, been used for the purposes of comparison to tally up the ESL 

bottom line: hours spent at work, income from those hours, hours 

spent at home on housework/childcare irrespective of outside work, 

amount of leisure time available (especially on weekends), the diffi-

culty of the tasks involved (“suffering”), and the amount of time spent 

thinking or worrying about particular jobs or concerns.

As you can easily imagine, it makes matters more difficult when 

each partner in a relationship has different criteria for calculating 

their Equal Suffering Law scores. If Dad and Mom both work full- 

time outside the house, for instance, but Dad makes twice as much 

income as Mom, Dad may feel that he is entitled to put in less time 

at home on housework and childcare. Mom may totally disagree. On 

the other hand, if both parents work full- time, Mom makes more 

than Dad, and Mom spends significantly more time on housework 

and childcare, we would obviously have a major violation of the fair 

distribution of labor!

Another interesting ESL calculation difficulty occurs in this way. 

For many Manager Moms themselves, worrying about household or 

child- related items is definitely part of the work/suffering/stress they 

feel on a regular basis. This worrying, thinking, and planning is what 

author Gemma Hartley defines as “emotional labor.” GOOD! In 

fact, actual worrying can take up many hours per week at work, at 

home, or while driving around in the car. As we saw in Benenson’s 

book, dads in general do not worry as much about domestic, family, 

or relationship matters as moms do. The fact that Dad may be less 

worried about the children than Mom, however, can cause resentment 

from Mom because she perceives Dad’s “indifference” as a lack of 

caring and as an ESL violation.
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Complicating matters further, adults tend to perceive the effort 

they expend on the common welfare in different but predictable ways. 

Both sexes overestimate the 

amount of work they do and 

underestimate their partner’s 

contributions. After having 

been in the ESL “doghouse” 

for many years, dads more 

often perceive that there exists 

an equal distribution of labor on various tasks, while moms disagree 

and feel they are still doing more. It rarely goes the other way around. 

When ESL disagreements about who’s doing what occur, who is 

usually a bit more accurate? The moms.17

With different people and different rules, keeping track of the 

Equal Suffering Law in a household is, as we have seen, not easy. In 

fact, it may be impossible most of the time. For many adults, even the 

mention of the phrase is distasteful and comes across as cheap, demean-

ing, or anything but altruistic. “Our relationship should be above that 

kind of scorekeeping!” many people feel. The ESL and the human 

sense of fairness, however, are a deep part of evolved human nature 

and are very real. It may be hard to arrive at any kind of accurate tally 

in any one family, but humans will always try!

In many families a close- to- equal distribution of labor in a fairly 

stable relationship is good enough. When Manager Mom Syndrome 

exists, however, ESL violations will always be part of the picture and 

they will result in significant marital stress. These violations will also 

tax Mom’s mental health a good deal. Why? Because with the excep-

tion of Martyr Moms, most women do not feel good about themselves 

Dads more often perceive 
that there exists an equal 
distribution of labor on  
various tasks, while moms 
disagree and feel they are  
still doing more.
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when they dislike their own 

husbands. The issue must be 

addressed.

Who did we leave out 

of our ESL discussion here? 

We left out the people who 

are usually left out: the kids. 

Division of labor debates are usually about moms vs. dads. You’ll soon 

see, however, that any good solution to the Manager Mom Syndrome 

has to involve significant contributions not just from dads, but also 

from the children. The good news, however, is that kids— with the 

help of their parents— can contribute to the common welfare and help 

eradicate Manager Mom Syndrome in several truly meaningful ways.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

People argue about whether or not the above differences in male and 

female behavior are primarily genetic or primarily cultural. Does it 

really make any difference? Isn’t the most important issue what to do 

about the Manager Mom epidemic!?

Any good solution to the 
Manager Mom Syndrome 
has to involve significant 
contributions not just from 
dads, but also from the 
children.
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