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Abstract 

The crossroads where career and family intersect has become increasingly more complex 

through the workplace shifts that have occurred over the last several decades. The 

modern family of today can take on many forms, and the demands being placed on 

working mothers to meet both their personal obligations and commitment to career pose 

many challenges. Yet despite the technological advances that have promised to make life 

easier, working mothers are still struggling to meet traditional societal expectations 

coupled with leadership responsibilities at work. The concept of “having it all’ was at the 

crux of this phenomenological study. Understanding the pressure that working mothers 

are feeling to be both “super mom” and courageous leader forces women to make 

difficult compromises in an effort to balance conflicting demands. The importance of this 

research is that it is essential for organizations to attract the most eligible employees, and 

the current work culture at many organizations is alienating some of the most gifted 

individuals. This research revealed that working mothers desire both career and family, 

but due to the increasing demands on their time as they climb the corporate ladder, 

working mothers are opting to plateau their careers. They have witnessed the grueling 

time commitment individuals must give to organizations as they take on senior leadership 

roles and have decided that the commitment is too steep and the sacrifice far too great. 

This research confirmed the need for transformational change across organizations to 

create balance for individuals. When organizations view employees as an asset for 

growth versus a controllable expense, they will realize their full potential and 

commitment.  

 Keywords: Leadership, work and life balance, women in leadership 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction and Background  

 The opportunities for women in the workplace have evolved greatly over the past 

four decades as more women have taken on leadership roles in organizations across a 

multitude of industries. The ability for women to pursue their career goals with greater 

ease has created a new set of challenges as they try to balance both work and family. This 

phenomenon has raised the question as to whether it is possible to have it all. In an 

interview with Izadi (2014), U.S. Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg was 

quoted as saying, “You can’t have it all at once. Over my lifespan, I think I have had it 

all. But in different periods of time, things were rough” (para. 5). Others feel differently, 

believe it is impossible to have it all, or argue that balance can be achieved through 

tradeoffs throughout life. 

 The demands being placed on professional working mothers within the United 

States are greater today than at any other time in our history, yet women are outpacing 

men in earning both master’s (60%) and doctoral degrees (52%) (Chamie, 2014). This 

shift in educational attainment is resulting in women taking on more leadership roles in 

the workforce. In 2013, 52% of managerial and professional occupations were held by 

women compared to 30% in 1968 (Pew Research Center, 2015). The quandary facing 

working mothers today is that societal expectations regarding their family commitments 

has not remained the same, but in many respects it has significantly increased (Schulte, 

2014a).     

 In 2011, working mothers spent an average of 13.5 hrs per week engaged in child 

care, compared to mothers in 1975 who averaged eight hours per week (Parker & Wang, 
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2013). Society has set expectations that working mothers participate in intensive 

mothering practices, which require them to be intimately involved with every aspect of 

their children’s lives (Johnston & Swanson, 2006). According to Eagly and Carli (2007a), 

although men have begun to play a more active role in household and family 

responsibilities, working mothers are still far from equality, with women completing 2.1 

hrs of childcare for every one hour provided by married or cohabitating men. Thus, 

women are meeting both their work and family commitments by giving up any sort of 

personal time. 

 Women are expected to be both super mom and super leader. Women are trying 

to meet the demands of work and family life and prove that they can have it all, but what 

is the cost to them emotionally, physically, and psychologically? Have women really had 

the opportunity to pause and reflect on the long-term effects of operating at the current 

pace? On the surface, women may appear to have it all, but when the layers are peeled 

back, is that truly the reality? This study seeks to answer these questions by engaging 

working mothers in open dialogue about the challenges they face and the methods they 

have used to achieve success. This study explored the satisfaction level of working 

mothers both professionally and personally to isolate the shift that needs to occur in 

organizations to allow them to meet their leadership needs while maintaining a balance 

that accommodates the changing family dynamic. 

Statement of the Problem 

 Since women began entering the workforce in greater numbers and taking on 

progressively more demanding leadership positions, the phenomenon of having it all has 

been used to define the right of passage of the evolving progressive woman. Despite 
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changes in employee expectations, workplace cultures and societal expectations have 

been slow to adapt on a large scale and have created an environment that hinders a 

balance between work and family. This study focuses on the challenges that working 

professional mothers face and seeks to better understand the methods they are employing 

to fulfill both their professional aspirations and personal commitments. We must begin to 

seek sustainable solutions and understand the expectations of the current generation of 

working mothers. Many senior leaders across organizations are nearing retirement, and 

the individuals filling these positions have a unique set of workplace expectations. 

Companies must be forward-thinking in their approach to attract and retain key talent. 

According to Dychtwald, Erickson, and Morison (2004) the growth in the workforce for 

workers between the ages of 35 and 44 is expected to decline by 10% at the same time 

that a large percentage of leaders are becoming eligible for retirement. Organizations 

must plan for their future and identify emerging leaders. To attract key talent, 

organizations will need to transform their cultures to support the needs of the current 

workforce. 

 This study offers direct insight into the emerging senior leadership population of 

working women. Participants in this study offered valuable insight into the expectations 

of employers and the obstacles participants face in the current environment. This 

information is valuable to organizations who can leverage participants’ feedback to 

redefine and transform workplace cultures and norms. To remain competitive in the 

marketplace, organizations must seek to continually improve to remain competitive and 

to attract the most talented individuals to lead their company.  
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Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this phenomenological study is to understand how working 

professional mothers define having it all and to develop an evidence based model that 

allows women and organizations to collaborate to transform the future workplace. 

Research Questions 

 Through individual interviews this study seeks to better understand several key 

questions about working mothers who cope with the challenges of both the societal 

expectations of mothers and the evolving yet more demanding workplace. A phrase that 

has been used for some time, having it all, has historically been defined as having a 

family and achieving the pinnacle of one’s chosen profession. Is that definition really 

what the phrase means to working mothers today? The central phenomena to this 

qualitative study is: How do working mothers today define having it all, or how do they 

thrive? This study seeks to understand the level of pressure that mothers feel to engage in 

intensive or extensive mothering practices. Finally, this study gains an understanding of 

how satisfied women are with what they have achieved thus far. Is this what they 

expected when they took on both career and family? The participants guided the 

discussions and brought about new questions that were relevant to this topic. Through the 

phenomenological research methodology, the study uncovers a greater understanding of 

working mothers.  

Aim of the Study 

 This study includes the following objectives: (a) to define how women define 

having it all, (b) to trace how women’s expectations of personal and professional success 
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have evolved over the last decade, and (c) to develop an evidence based resource for 

women and employers that can be used to create a workplace conducive to success. 

Methodology Overview 

 This qualitative study used a phenomenological approach through the theoretical 

lens of social constructivism, which allowed for the gathering of the participants’ life 

experiences. The study sought participants that were currently working professional 

women in various fields who had children under the age of 18. The participants were 

identified from the researcher’s LinkedIn connections of working mothers. Based on the 

researcher’s existing knowledge of her connections, she targeted individuals that met the 

desired demographics. The sample was purposive to attract individuals that fell within the 

preferred segment of the population.  

 The data were gathered through personal interviews conducted in person or via 

phone with participants. Prior to the interview, participants were asked to complete a 

questionnaire that collected general demographic type data, acquiring information such as 

education, marital status, the participant’s age, and the ages of her children. The 

researcher sought to understand the participants’ levels of satisfaction as mothers and as 

employees, asking a variety of questions that used a five-point Likert type scale (see 

Appendix A). The questions were grouped to mirror four themes that were prevalent in 

the literature review, including (a) societal expectations, (b) work and life balance, (c) 

intensive/extensive mothering, and (d) career satisfaction. 

 During the interview process, participants were asked a variety of questions to 

understand the outside influences that have shaped their decisions and chosen paths in 

life in relation to both career and family. Topics included parents’ expectations growing 
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up and how those expectations influenced adult decisions, marriage and shared 

responsibilities, parenting style, and personal expectations and reflection. The 

participants spoke candidly about the choices they made and their level of satisfaction.  

Definition of Relevant Terms 

 Several terms used throughout this study aid in describing the purpose, process, 

and findings. These terms have been defined below to establish consistency in the 

meaning assigned for this research:  

•  Having it all: Successfully balancing a professional career and being involved 

and available for the demands of family life.  

• Working professional mother: A woman working full time in a leadership 

position within an organization that has at least one child under the age of 18 in 

her care.  

Delimitations, Limitations, and Personal Biases 

 To keep the scope of this study manageable, limitations and delimitations had to 

be placed on the project plan. The most significant limitation was in regards to the 

convenience sample used to conduct the research. The study targeted potential 

participants from the researcher’s connections on LinkedIn. This type of sampling can 

lead to several issues, including a lack of diversity in regards to age, the potential for 

participants to be concentrated in a particular industry, and the influence of personal 

relationships on the responses received. To mitigate some of these issues, the researcher 

targeted individuals in diverse industries, a tactic that proved successful. During the 

interview process, the researcher made efforts to create a relaxed atmosphere that 

encouraged a free flow of dialogue. This seemed to be more effective during the in-
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person interviews than it was during interviews conducted over the phone. The issue 

related to age was difficult but a slight range was represented, with the average age of 

participants being 42.42.  

 Several delimitations were deemed necessary and were purposefully implemented 

in the study. The first is that the potential sample was limited to working mothers in 

leadership positions. This delimitation alienates a large percentage of working mothers 

who are likely faced with the challenges of balancing work and life but who do not serve 

in leadership roles. In addition, many working professional mothers have financial 

resources that allow them to employ others to help with the children and home. The study 

is also limited to mothers with children under the age of 18, because this age is often 

when families demand the greatest level of support.  

 The final consideration is that of the personal bias the researcher brought to the 

study. Because she falls within the demographic that was researched, she had to be 

careful not to allow personal beliefs and the unique knowledge that has been acquired 

during the literature review to cause her to lead participants during the interview process. 

She also had personal relationships with some of the participants, so she had to be 

mindful not to allow the knowledge she had of the participants on a personal level to lead 

her to draw inaccurate conclusions regarding their responses.  

Leader’s Role and Responsibility in Relation to the Problem 

For individuals to be effective leaders, the environment in which they are working 

must be conducive to success. Numerous scholars have studied women and leadership 

from various angles and disciplines to articulate existing challenges and how they have 

evolved over time. Various metaphors have been used to describe the obstacles women 
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encounter, including glass ceiling, sticky floors, or labyrinth. Eagly and Carli (2007a) 

discussed an article that Hymowitz and Schelhardt wrote in 1986 for The Wall Street 

Journal in which they coined the phrase glass ceiling to describe the challenges women 

faced as they attempted to reach jobs within the executive suite (p. 4). The phrase was 

meant to symbolize women being so close that they were within reach of these roles but 

how they were stopped from ultimate achievement by a transparent barrier.  

 Presley Noble (1992) discussed a concept introduced in the early 1990s by White 

Berheide known as sticky floors, which sought to bring awareness to the struggles of the 

majority of women in the workplace. This concept focused on the vast number of women 

that were serving in low-paying jobs in state or local governments (para. 2). White 

Berheide believed that societal expectations and beliefs were keeping women in entry-

level work because women were believed to best suited for simple assignments that 

involved soft skills. Women were filling these administrative and service-type roles, 

which often offered little room for advancement.  

 Eagly and Carli (2007a/2007b) discussed the changes that have occurred within 

the workplace and the challenges that women are facing as they seek to manage both 

their career and their home lives. The researchers used a labyrinth to symbolize the many 

potential paths and obstacles that women could encounter as they pursued their individual 

career goals. Some of the challenges the researchers discussed included discrimination, 

work-life balance, and societal expectations of leaders. The researchers challenged 

readers to consider the differences that existed between men and women. Women were 

confronted with the traditional views that have been embedded into our society, and time 

is necessary to change that. Eagly and Carli’s findings were echoed in the work of O’Neil 
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and Bilimoria (2005) and Schulte (2014a). Although today women are far more accepted 

as leaders than they have been in previous decades, they still face many challenges. In 

fact, 89% of Americans are comfortable with women as leaders, yet only 18% of top 

leadership positions in America are held by women (The White House Project, 2009). 

More recently, the Pew Research Center (2015) conducted a study on women and 

leadership and found that 80% of those surveyed believe men and women were equally 

qualified to serve in C-suite positions. 

 The act of stereotyping is described by Eagly and Carli (2007a) as the process of 

mentally categorizing individuals based on the characteristics and observable traits that 

they share. People develop these expectations throughout their lives through personal 

experiences and observations within society. Therefore, individuals globally have 

preconceived expectations of the traits that both men and women will exhibit. Eagly and 

Carli (2007a/2007b) discussed communal associations, including such traits as being 

helpful, sensitive, gentle, and soft-spoken, that are most often associated with women. 

Men are described as agentic, which is defined as ambitious, aggressive, and self-

confident. In many professions, when individuals think of leaders, they think of the 

agentic attributes most often associated with men. (Eagly & Carli, 2007a/2007b) This 

theory is important to consider when understanding women and the process they go 

through when faced with decisions. The approach that women take to balancing work and 

family may be different from the one men take and will likely influence decisions related 

to having it all. 

 To identify a sustainable solution, one must first understand how the issues have 

been cultivated throughout the decades, including which obstacles have been overcome 
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and which ones have either surfaced or endured over time. To secure a successful future 

for both organizations and individuals, we must visualize the workplace of the future that 

benefits all parties. The purpose of this study is to contribute to the knowledge that exists 

around these questions and to provide greater depth to the collective understanding. The 

qualitative approach allows for direct communication with women that are living through 

the challenges of changing work and family expectations and provides insight into their 

current coping strategies.  

Significance of the Study 

 Many studies on the subject of having it all have focused on women that are 

balancing a senior leadership role in an organization with their personal responsibilities at 

home. This study differed in that it sought to understand this subject from a much broader 

perspective. The study considered working mothers at all levels of leadership positions 

that are challenged by meeting the conflicting demands of both home and life. If we fail 

to understand the roadblocks women are facing in the lower ranks of leadership, 

influencing women’s abilities to achieve senior level positions will be very challenging.  

 In the 1960s it was far easier to define a traditional family. The most common 

model for a traditional family was that of a married couple in which the husband worked 

outside the home and was the sole breadwinner, while the wife took care of the home and 

the family. According to Schulte (2014b), approximately 65% of families fit this 

description in 1960. In 2012, this statistic had been reduced to 22%. The motivation for 

women to pursue careers has changed from the initial desire to achieve equality to often 

one of survival. Many single mothers must work to provide for their families, and many 

married women require dual incomes to meet their family’s needs. In addition, the 
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American demand for goods and services has escalated over the decades, and the desire 

to provide these wants to families has contributed to the change. 

The Catalyst Organization published valuable data in regards to working parents 

and provided a global breakdown of the similarities and differences experienced today. In 

the United States, 74.7% of mothers that have children between the ages of six and 17 are 

active in the labor force (Catalyst, 2015). In addition, 40% of working mothers are the 

primary source of income for their families. Considering the large percentage of mothers 

that are in the workforce, the challenges of juggling the responsibilities of life can 

become quite demanding. In addition, Catalyst reported 56% of working mothers and 

50% of working fathers said balancing work and family is challenging. Women’s ability 

to have it all is directly affected by the choices they have to make in regards to career and 

family. From an employee labor perspective, clearly an immediate need exists to 

understand this issue and seek solutions. This issue also presents challenges that affect 

employers that must be incorporated to achieve sustainable results.  

 American businesses are estimated to lose approximately $3 billion annually due 

to absenteeism from employees because they need to care for family in various scenarios 

(Catalyst, 2015; MetLife, 2006). When a flexible work environment is not available, 

employees feel challenged to achieve balance. These feelings can lead to reduced 

performance and limit promotional consideration. In 2013, Indeed.com published a list of 

organizations that offered the greatest level of support to employees in achieving work 

and life balance (Smith, 2013a). Companies that topped the list based on employee’s 

ratings included Colgate-Palmolive, Wegman’s, and Coldwell Banker. Understanding 
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best practices from these organizations could add tremendous value to other 

organizations.  

In addition, American companies are faced with the challenge of an aging 

workforce. As the demographics of future leaders change, this new generation of leaders 

will also have different expectations than the baby-boomers that currently dominate many 

of the senior roles across businesses. Gone are the days where individuals would dedicate 

an entire lifetime to an organization. According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 

(2016), the median employee tenure with current employers was 4.2 years, which was 

down from 4.6 years in 2014. The younger generation is much more mobile, so 

employers increasingly need to transform their cultures and operating models to attract 

and retain key talent.  

 Organizations must be forward thinking in their approach to future workplace 

effectiveness models. Creating an environment that promotes flexibility and allows for 

greater freedom for employees to manage the demands in their lives is known to aid in 

retaining top talent (Richman, Civian, Shannon, Hill, & Brennan, 2008). The 

environment that working mothers navigate today and the obstacles that they encounter 

will influence the perspective of the next generation of employees. The children of 

working mothers will have their professional and personal life decisions influenced by 

the challenges they witness their parents experiencing. Understanding the challenges 

working mothers face as they attempt to balance both work and life is not a new topic, 

and dozens of studies pertain to this subject, but very few offer sustainable solutions 

(Fetteroff & Eagly, 2011; Guendozi, 2006; Reid Keene & Reynolds, 2005). At the same 

time it is unrealistic to think that this study will produce a quick fix to such a large global 
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problem, but this study can contribute to the future state of organizations’ strategic 

planning efforts.  

Summary 

 Our society has evolved over the past several decades and traditional family 

dynamics have changed, yet the workplace model has remained relatively stable. Current 

workplace environments must be studied to influence progress and our future state. 

Researchers on this subject agree that balancing work and family is challenging for all 

parents, but the burden is greater for women because demands at home are often greater 

for women than they are for men, and achieving success in the workplace is more 

difficult for women than it is for men. Women are most often assessed by their 

accomplishments, while men are assessed on their potential (Sandberg, 2013).  

 This study gained a better understanding of what it means to today’s working 

mothers to have it all. Do these women even care about the traditional definition of 

having it all, or have their priorities shifted and have they redefined success? The 

interviews encouraged candid communication in an effort to extract the general feelings 

of working mothers. This study is unique in that it sought to understand the views of a 

broader scope of women leaders. Through this qualitative approach, a clearer 

understanding of the model for future success has evolved. Employees and employers can 

benefit from this research, and considering our aging population and the presence of 

women in leadership roles, the need for organizations to change is imminent.  

 Women continue to advance their leadership reach in greater numbers so this 

issue will only continue to magnify. This study provides information that will aid in 

continued progress and prove useful to those that can influence change.   
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 In her book Lean In, Sandberg (2013) touched on the essence of the challenges 

women face in their pursuit of both a successful career and family when she stated, “If I 

had to embrace a definition of success, it would be that success is making the best 

choices we can… and accepting them” (p. 139). Both the American family and 

workplace dynamics have evolved significantly over the past few decades. The traditional 

American family of the 1960s was far easier to define than the family of the present. At 

that time, men were breadwinners, while women cared for the family and home. Men 

were typically more educated and, as such, were afforded the opportunity to dedicate a 

greater amount of their lives to success in the workplace. Organizations set expectations 

of their predominantly male leaders to be the ideal worker, and those expectations have 

remained relatively unchanged, despite the shift in employee demographics.  

 The United States has experienced an evolution in the typical American family 

dynamics over the past few decades in the traditional structure of men as the 

breadwinners and women caring for the home and children. It is increasingly common for 

children to grow up in single-family homes or for women to be the primary wage earners. 

More couples are opting out of marriage but are still having children, and same-sex 

marriages have recently gained widespread approval. Changes are also occurring within 

more traditional family types. Duxbury, Lyons, and Higgins (2007) focused on the 

variations that exist specifically within dual-income families. They defined several 

subsets, including (a) dual-career couples, (b) dual-earner couples, and (c) status-reversal 

couples. The nuances that exist within these dynamics can have significant effects on 
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individuals’ perspectives and on their influential abilities within the relationship. 

Duxbury et al. explained that marital power is derived based on occupational status. 

Those contributing the greatest financially acquire more leverage and decision-making 

authority. When women are the primary wage earners, they obtain a stronger voice in the 

home, but they are not liberated from traditional household responsibilities (Hertz, 1986 

as cited by Duxbery, Lyons, & Higgins, 2007). A visible gender struggle is occurring as 

men and women are adjusting to the new norm. Women in professional careers are 

resisting the dual responsibility of both home and work, while men are hesitant to share 

in household tasks. Conflicts in roles at home and the workplace are making this ongoing 

transformation more challenging for everyone (Goldscheider & Waite, 1991 as cited by 

Duxbury, Lyons, & Higgins, 2007).   

 A review of the literature revealed that women are challenged by outdated 

workplace cultures, increased societal expectations of mothers, and their own evolved 

ambitions. Prevalent themes include work-life balance, gender differences, 

intensive/extensive mothering, career satisfaction, evolving expectations, and the 

psychological/emotional wellbeing of mothers. The literature review focuses on these key 

areas and serves as the basis for this study. The work of others serves as a strong 

foundation to seek a clearer understanding of the current needs of women and the 

challenges they endure. Working mothers today are struggling to achieve success at both 

home and work. This study builds on previous research and contributes to the existing 

body of knowledge to aid in achieving a transformation in the future workplace. 
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History and Societal Expectations 

Changing Demographics 

 The United States has experienced a significant shift in the demographics of 

women as it relates to full-time work status and educational attainment in the past two 

decades. The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2014b) indicated a substantial change in 

educational attainment for women between the ages of 25–64 years. In 1970, 11% of 

women within this age group held college degrees, while in 2010 that percentage 

increased to 36%. According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2014b), the United 

States has achieved improvement in the number of female high school dropouts as well. 

In 1970, 34% of women did not complete high school, whereas, in 2013 this statistic 

dropped to 6%. More recent data indicate 33% of women and 32% of men have 

completed a bachelor’s degree or higher (Ryan & Bauman, 2016).  

 As women have become more educated, they have entered the workforce in 

greater numbers. Working mothers with children ranging from 6–17 years realized a 

77.2% participation rate in 2010 (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2011). In 2013, women 

held 51% of all management and professional-related occupations (U.S. Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, 2014b).  

 Despite the changes in the roles women play in the workforce, the societal 

expectations of women’s responsibilities regarding their homes and families have 

actually increased. The United States, like many other countries around the world, has 

placed an increasing importance on the value that can be gained through individualized 

time parents spend with their children. According to Eagly and Carli (2007a), “Many 

American women, especially better educated and wealthier women, consider motherhood 
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to be highly rewarding, time-consuming, and intensive” (p. 54). Unlike many of their 

own mothers, women of this generation are spending more time with their children while 

also working full time. 

 The Pew Research Center (Parker & Wang, 2013) provided detailed statistical 

information on the shift occurring with both men and women in regards to work, 

housework, and childcare. According to data from 2011, mothers spent significantly more 

time engaged in paid work and childcare than mothers in 1965. The average number of 

hours spent on paid work was eight in 1965 compared to 21 hours in 2011 with childcare 

at 10 and 14 hours respectively. Also, according to the Pew Research Center, 56% of 

working mothers indicated that balancing work and family was very or somewhat 

difficult. Women are continually juggling conflicting priorities in an effort to meet all of 

their demands. 

Expectations 

 Fetterolf and Eagly (2011) conducted a quantitative study using a possible selves 

method to understand women’s expectations about gender equality in their future careers 

and marriage. They discovered that women expect to experience inequality in their future 

from both a career and a marriage perspective, but they believe the gap will be narrower 

than it was for previous generations, and continue to move toward parity for future 

generations. Both employers and society challenge women as they try to be everything to 

everyone. 

Okimoto and Heilman (2012) discovered that, through unfounded assumptions 

about gender and competence, working mothers were seen as less effective parents than 

non-working mothers. They discussed that the time a working mother commits to work is 
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believed to detract from her ability to be effective at home. Conversely, working mothers 

are assumed to have less time to commit to their jobs. These perceptions are caused by 

society’s expectations of women to be more communal. The communal attributes of 

being warm, caring, and sensitive conflict with other attributes that are viewed as 

essential for career success, including being assertive, strong, and dominant (Okimoto & 

Heilman, 2012; Eagly & Carli, 2007a).  

According to O’Neil, Hopkins, and Bilimoria, 2008, the workplace expectations 

of today have remained unchanged over the past several decades. Employers expect that 

all employees operate with a work-centric mentality. They discussed that this traditional 

male model conflicts with the responsibilities of the modern working mother. The 

challenges facing modern working mothers will remain and likely intensify until 

sustained progress is made in terms of a more progressive workplace model and a cultural 

shift in societal expectations.  

 Women continue to face conflicting societal expectations regarding their motherly 

duties and outdated workplace expectations. According to the Pew Research Center 

(Parker & Wang, 2013), the results are inconsistent as to what people believe is best for 

children. Parker and Wang discussed that forty-two percent of respondents believe that 

mothers working part time is best, 33% believe it would be best if mothers were at home 

and 16% prefer that mothers be working. Participants in another study reported believing 

generational differences exist as to whether women can have it all, with younger women 

believing the possibility is more likely than do those women that are further into their 

careers (O’Neil & Bilimoria, 2005). To provide potential solutions, we need a clearer 
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understanding of how women are coping today with the challenge of balancing work and 

life. 

Global Perspective 

Many lessons can be learned from the Scandinavian countries that have 

transformed societal norms and created equality both in the workplace and at home. The 

family dynamic in Sweden is different from the United States in many ways. Women and 

men in Sweden share parenting responsibilities more equally and women have achieved 

greater success in the workplace than in the United States (Bennhold, 2010). Bennhold 

discussed that much of what has been achieved in Sweden can be attributed to a different 

model of government involvement in transforming expectations. More laws regarding 

parental leave, more robust paid time-off regulations, and a higher quality of subsidized 

education are all available. Essentially, leaders in both government and business were 

necessary to promote the change in mindset. This transformation began several decades 

ago, and the success of their efforts is evident in the stable economy and content 

population. According to a World Happiness report published by Columbia University’s 

Earth Institute, Sweden ranked eighth in overall life happiness compared to other 

countries around the world, and the United States ranked 15th (Helliwell, Layard, & 

Sachs, 2013).  

Scandinavian countries are often assumed to have evolved at similar paces to one 

another as it relates to work and life balance and gender equality. Sweden has certainly 

been celebrated for their advancements and highlighted as a model for other countries. A 

study by Seierstad and Kirton (2015) revealed that Norway, which borders Sweden and 

shares similar progressive workplace policies and laws, has not realized the same level of 
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gender equality. Seierstad and Kirton conducted a qualitative study regarding “gendered 

moral rationalities” (p. 391) that influence the existing balance in traditional gender roles 

at home. They found that in Norway, women are expected to take the primary role as 

caregiver for children and to play an active role in their daily lives. In addition, certain 

tasks continue to be traditionally labeled as belonging to women. In contrast, gender 

equality in the workplace has been successfully achieved. According to Seierstad and 

Kirton, the advanced workplace practices that have been implemented and widely 

accepted are viewed as tools for women to balance work and life, not as programs for 

both spouses to use. So although neighboring countries in Scandinavia share many 

similarities in regards to creating a culture that is supportive of balance and gender 

equality, nuances within their cultures have influenced individual societal norms. This 

example illustrates the complexity of understanding the probability of women having it 

all. Even with supportive governments and businesses collaborating to influence change 

in societal norms, traditional values, among many other factors, are still at work. 

Countries that are less evolved in regards to these practices create an even more 

challenging environment for women.  

A study conducted by Rehman and Roomi (2012) focused on the challenges that 

women in Pakistan face as they seek opportunities in the workforce while balancing their 

obligations to family and home. In a patriarchal society, the expectation of women to take 

on the majority of the domestic care is heightened because it is influenced by societal 

expectations that are shaped by religious and cultural norms. Rehman and Roomi’s 

qualitative study used a phenomenological approach to focus on women entrepreneurs 

who have used this method of employment to realize greater control and flexibility over 
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their time. According to Rehman and Roomi, for the women in Pakistan, the traditional 

beliefs of men being the breadwinners and women caring for home and family have 

progressed very little compared to other global regions. They discussed that Pakistani 

women are entering the workforce in greater numbers but still represent only 30% of the 

workforce population and own just 3% of businesses. Many women in Pakistan are 

discovering the advantages of running their own businesses because doing so gives them 

flexibility, and the businesses can often be run out of their own homes, removing the 

need for childcare. Rehman and Roomi reported that Pakistani women feel a great deal of 

pressure to care for their immediate and extended family. The participants of Rehman and 

Roomi’s study reported the freedom afforded by owning their own business was 

invaluable. The cultural differences weighed heavily in the experiences that were shared 

by the participants. All participants were still solely responsible for care of their families 

and homes while running their business. They reported giving up all personal time and 

often sleep to be sure obligations were met. They also reported that asking their husbands 

to share in household responsibilities was not an option, because it would create shame 

and embarrassment for their families. The challenges these women experience are similar 

to challenges found in more developed countries, and some of the coping strategies 

mirror those found in western culture, yet the societal differences these women must 

navigate create a unique set of challenges and strategies that must be implemented to 

achieve a successfully balanced life.  

 

 

 



 HAVING IT ALL FOR WORKING PROFESSIONAL MOTHERS 22 

Work and Life Balance 

Challenges 

 Working professional mothers continually look for options to balance the tension 

that exists between professional obligations and family. Vincent, Ball, and Pietikainen 

(2004), explored how women are responding to the emotional and physical demands 

placed upon them as both mothers and working professionals. They found in their 

qualitative study that the challenges women are facing are global, and although some 

slight variations on perspectives occur culturally, overall, the challenges are the same. 

One of the sentiments expressed by a participant in their study was in regards to gender 

differences. The participant said that she and her husband were both successful in their 

chosen professions, yet when a child was introduced into their lives, it was primarily her 

responsibility to cope with the extra demands. Another participant explained rather 

simply the feelings of many women trying to balance work and life when she stated, “I’m 

never doing nothing” (p. 582).  

 Women and men approach the challenges of balancing both work and life 

differently. According to Reid Keene and Reynolds (2005), married women are two times 

more likely to report that family commitments negatively impact their success at work. A 

contributing factor to this finding is that women are more likely to refuse overtime or 

challenging assignments that they know will create a greater strain on time that they feel 

should be devoted to their families. According to Reid Keene and Reynolds, this strategy 

of turning down opportunities at work is a coping method used by working mothers. In 

contrast, they found that men will often prioritize work when balancing work and family. 

Men are less apt than women to make scheduling adjustments or to refuse opportunities 
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when they know more of their time will be required. This gender difference was echoed 

in a recent article published by the Pew Research Center, in which women were reported 

to be far more likely than men to adjust their schedules and compromise on priorities in 

an effort to balance life and work (Parker, 2015). Parker explained that society influences 

the pressure placed on mothers and they see their role as to bond deeply with their 

children and to serve as the primary caregiver. According to Sandberg (2013), men and 

women often view the feasibility of balancing work and life differently. Men believe it is 

possible, but many women believe it is difficult or impossible. Sandberg discussed how 

diametrically opposed the term work-life balance is for individuals. She explained that 

the opposition almost ensures work will lose: “Who would ever choose work over life?” 

(p. 23). 

Employer Expectations 

The expectations of employers have changed over the past two decades due to the 

technological advancements that have changed the way we work. Advancements in 

technology have changed our workplace and given most employees the ability to be 

connected to our “24/7 economy.” This phenomenon is placing a demand on people that 

requires an intense level of commitment and that makes it nearly impossible for mothers 

to balance the needs of caring for children and work because they are taking on too much 

responsibility with too few hours available in a day (Hoobler, Lemmon, & Wayne, 2014). 

The phenomenon also poses problems for business partners who wish to build social 

capital, because finding the time to socialize outside of working hours is nearly 

impossible (Eagly & Carli, 2007b). Employees who wish to advance in the workplace 

must prioritize fulfilling the employer’s expectations of the ideal worker. Employees can 
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only achieve this expectation by creating an imbalance between home and work that 

favors greater time and commitment toward career. This is challenging for all parents, 

regardless of their family dynamic, but even more so for single parents (Eagly & Carli, 

2007a/2007b). This problem is prevalent across industries and none seem immune, but 

organizations can be found that are better at creating a culture that empowers employees 

to create a more balanced life.  

Organizations who promote a culture of work-life balance experience known 

benefits. Lazar, Osoian, and Ratiu (2010) discussed how these practices could promote 

increased productivity and improve organizational performance. When employees feel a 

sense of control over their time, they are more focused when at work. In addition, several 

costs may be reduced, including those associated with absenteeism and high turnover. In 

a survey conducted by WorldatWork (2011) that included almost 700 employer 

responses, 80% of respondents reported offering at least one type of flexible work 

arrangement but only 7% of respondents tracked their return on investment. Lazar et al. 

stressed, however, that implementing these programs is simply not enough to realize the 

potential return. They found that many organizations tout work-life practices, yet some 

organizations’ cultures do not support employees taking advantage of the programs. 

Some factors for the programs’ underutilization could be a lack of support from senior 

management, perceptions that using the programs hurts career advancement potential, 

cultures that value face time in the office versus actual output, or perceptions that these 

programs are geared toward women. As we continue to see the traditional family 

demographics evolve, the demand for greater flexibility will continue in the workplace.  
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Achieving Balance 

Slaughter (2012) wrote a popular article for The Atlantic in which she tackled the 

subject of work-life balance. She concluded that it was nearly impossible for women to 

successfully navigate the conflicting demands of both unless they had a job that afforded 

them control over their schedule. Because such control is not the case for many women in 

professional settings, they are often forced to decline opportunities for career growth in 

lieu of acquiring adequate time for their family. Slaughter explained that very few 

examples occur of women who hold prestigious positions in organizations and who are 

also caring for children under the age of 18. Because so few examples of success exist, 

many women have come to accept varied levels of professional achievement as the only 

option to meeting work and family obligations.  

 Women are working through these challenges differently. Some women opt to 

take a break from their careers when they have children. According to Eagly and Carli 

(2007), 37% of women with higher education degrees voluntarily left the workforce at 

some point in their careers compared to 24% of men. The primary reason given by 

women for this break was family time, whereas men cited career change. Regardless of 

the method employed, numerous studies have discovered that women continually place 

the needs of their families above their own due to feelings of maternal guilt (Guendouzi, 

2006; Eagly & Carli, 2007; Reid Keene & Reynolds, 2005).  

 Given these challenges, women seem to have one of three paths they can pursue. 

The first path is to opt out of motherhood and be fully dedicated to their chosen 

profession. The second is to leave their careers and pursue motherhood full time, leaving 

behind the demands of a career. The third is to try and do it all to the best of their 
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abilities, while likely sacrificing personal time. Princeton University conducted a study of 

the class of 1975 and found that 54% of women compared to 26% of men anticipated 

work and family conflict. When they asked the same question of the class of 2006, 62% 

of women compared to 33% of men anticipated work and family conflict (Sandberg, 

2013).  

Gender Differences  

Career Success 

In a study of the career challenges that women face, the difference between 

genders is prevalent. When adding children, partners, and aging extended family to the 

mix, we see a multi-faceted web of complexity that must be unraveled to understand how 

we have arrived at the present situation. Many internal and external factors influence 

women and their careers from a very young age. In childhood, society plays a significant 

role in shaping potential career choices, as young girls are flooded with images of 

female-friendly occupations. Smith, Choueiti, Prescott, and Pieper (2012) conducted a 

mixed-methods study that focused on how women were portrayed professionally in film 

and television. The data were segmented by both family-friendly entertainment and 

programs in prime time, and the researchers found that 96.6% of characters in C-suite 

positions, 100% of investors/developers, 95.5% of high-level politicians, and 100% of 

chief justices/district attorneys were cast as men. Smith, et al. also looked at characters in 

STEM positions and found that 83.8% of characters in these professions were men. They 

found that the lack of gender diversity in leadership or prestigious positions in the 

characters children are seeing portrayed in film and television can influence their interests 

and their confidence in their abilities. In addition to societal norms, women often exhibit 
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more communal-type attributes and as such are drawn to professions where these 

characteristics will be socially embraced. 

 In 2011, Georgetown University published a report containing detailed statistics 

regarding college majors including expected earning potentials and gender and racial 

differences (Carnevale, Strohl, & Melton, 2011). Carnevale, et al. confirmed that women 

are heavily concentrated in education and health majors, while men are typically drawn to 

engineering and technology professions. This study illustrates how societal norms shape 

and influence social roles and future career aspirations. The study included the average 

median salaries for these professions, and a clear distinction could be seen in earning 

potential: engineering and computer sciences professions topped the highest median 

earnings chart, while education, social work, and counseling were identified as having the 

lowest potential earnings.  

The occurrences of one’s formative years can contribute to the gender differences 

people experience in career choices. Eccles (1987) used decision achievement and 

attribution theories of behavior to create a model that helped explain the influences that 

contribute to educational and career choices. She believed that when individuals made 

long-term career decisions, they considered careers that were deemed gender appropriate 

by society as well as those that had the greatest likelihood of success. Eccles emphasized 

the importance of looking at this issue through the lens of why people make particular 

decisions versus simply comparing men and women from a gender difference 

perspective. Eccles discussed that individuals most often make choices from a perceived 

field of options in which their opportunities are limited based on awareness of 

opportunity, level of understanding affecting the probability of success, and the 
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individual’s gender-role schema. According to Eccles, by age five most children have a 

clear understanding of gender-role stereotypes and culturally accepted behaviors that they 

self-monitor to comply with norms.  

It is therefore not surprising that we see the influences of gender on the choices 

adults make in regards to career and education. A 2012 Pew Research Center study that 

looked at the millennial generation found that women of this generation were less likely 

than men to consider themselves as “leaders, visionaries, self-confident, and willing to 

take risks” (Sandberg, 2013, p. 16).  

For women, cultural norms influence the greater obligation they feel to their 

parenting responsibilities than men. As such, this obligation can influence their career 

aspirations. If women anticipate a career will be too demanding to balance work and life, 

they may opt for a different option that allows for a greater probability of balance 

(Eccles, 1987; Groysberg & Abrahams, 2014). This phenomenon represents a significant 

gender difference in that women must consider the consequences of career choices and 

the impacts on future family, while men are far less likely to do so (Ely, Stone, & 

Ammerman, 2014). Eccles (1987) and Groysberg and Abrahams, (2014) found that men 

often see themselves as providers and define success through achievements in work that 

fulfill this expectation. Whereas, women see themselves as caregivers, place greater 

importance on being involved in their children’s lives, and sacrifice career advancement 

opportunities. Workplaces must respect the differences and recognize the value in the 

uniqueness of genders.  

As women take on additional family responsibilities and add children to their 

lives, the manner in which family influences their choices is different from their male 
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counterparts. Kirchmeyer (2006) conducted a quantitative study to better understand how 

family affects women and men in relation to career success. The participants for the study 

were American doctoral graduates that had pursued teaching positions in higher 

education. She discovered that women with children were less productive over time than 

their male counterparts in relation to publications. She also found that women earned 

lower salaries, a finding that is consistent with national statistics. Kirchmeyer explained 

that while family influenced career choice, and negatively affected performance and 

promotions for women, it tended to benefit men’s careers. According to Kirchmeyer, 

women were more likely to seek opportunities that provided work-life balance and did 

not require relocation, while men are less likely to share these preferences. 

The choices exhibited by men and women in regards to career options seem to 

stem from societal norms, in that employers often expect this behavior based on gender. 

Kirchmeyer (2006) discussed signaling theory, in that an employee’s level of 

commitment is often perceived according to their gender and its associated societal 

norms. Employers often see family as a positive for men and a negative for women 

(Eagly & Carli, 2007; Kirchmeyer, 2006; Sandberg, 2013). Many studies have 

commented on this discrepancy in the sense that men are evaluated on their potential 

performance but women on their actual achievements (Sandberg, 2013). This double 

standard places additional pressure on women who are often struggling to make time for 

all of life’s demands, working twice as hard to achieve similar or less success in the 

workplace as men.  
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Time Usage 

Women and men have historically approached their daily use of hours from a 

distinct gender perspective. The priority they give to responsibilities differs, and women 

have traditionally been expected by society to care for the home and children. Bittman, 

England, Sayer, Folbre, and Matheson (2003) explored how household responsibilities 

changed based on the financial contributions partners were making to the household. 

They discussed exchange theory, which suggests that individuals can use their financial 

contributions as leverage to get their partners to complete more household chores, despite 

the fact that each partner works equal hours outside of the home. In the quantitative 

study, which used data from time studies in the United States and Australia, Bittman et al. 

sought to determine whether this theory was plausible. They considered not only income 

but also societal norms. Bittman et al. discussed how social influence could affect 

gender-specific behavior in a culture, and how this phenomenon can often create pressure 

on women to conform to traditional female roles and on men to abstain from these 

activities.  

 Gender norms can significantly influence relationships and cause individuals to 

take action to neutralize any deviances from the norm (Brines, 2004 and Greenstein, 2000 

as cited by Bittman et al., 2003). Women, for example were willing to protect their 

compliance to these norms and as a result take on more household responsibilities. The 

results of the study conducted by Bittman et al. revealed that women could use their 

income to help reduce the amount of household chores they completed up to the point of 

equal financial contribution. Bittman et al. found that once they surpassed their spouse’s 

salary, the women’s financial contributions no longer provided bargaining power. 
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Although their salaries reduced the women’s responsibilities, they did not increase their 

spouse’s contributions, and the chores were either outsourced or simply not completed.  

 Mattingly and Bianchi (2003) conducted research using time diary data to better 

understand the differences between men and women when it comes to the quantity and 

quality of their free time. They discovered that the experience of free time varies by 

gender and that men on average experience more uninterrupted time than women. One of 

the contributing factors identified as a result of their study was that women are often 

responsible for planning the family’s leisure activities. The added responsibility of 

hosting events or directing activities contaminates the leisure time for women, while 

others are able to relax and enjoy it. A second identified factor was in regards to the 

traditional household responsibilities that men and women seem to gravitate toward. 

Women are often engaged in daily cooking and cleaning, while men have chores that are 

less frequent and that allow for greater flexibility regarding the time of completion. 

Mattingly and Bianchi revealed that on average men experienced approximately half an 

hour per day more leisure time than women did, or 164 hours annually. In addition to 

having more free time, the researchers also determined that men’s time was pure free 

time, during which they could focus on independent activities with little interruption from 

outside distractions. The researchers also discovered that married women experience less 

free time than their single counterparts, while married men achieve equal free time as 

single men.  

The burden of caregiver responsibilities often falls more heavily on women. The 

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2014b) published a comprehensive study related to 

Americans’ daily use of time. When comparing men versus women, researchers 
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determined that women spent 2 hrs and 9 mins each day on household chores while men 

averaged 1 hr and 22 mins. In addition, researchers found that working mothers have less 

time for sleep and leisure then non-working mothers.  

Sayer, England, Bittman, and Bianchi (2009) conducted a study that led to similar 

results as the others studies mentioned but they looked at the statistics from a slightly 

different perspective. They wanted to understand the differences based on work status 

and looked at dual breadwinners, neotraditionals (woman employed part time and man 

employed full time), male breadwinners, and unconventionals (woman employed part 

time or full time or not and man employed part time or not). Their findings were 

revealing in that in dual breadwinner households when preschool children were present, 

women spent 4.8 hrs more per week engaged in paid and nonpaid work than men. Sayer, 

England, Bittman, and Bianchi discussed how this number dropped to 2.2 hrs when the 

children reached school age, and when no children were present, men worked 2.3 hrs per 

week more than women. Men’s total work hours remained relatively unchanged based on 

their wives’ employment status, while women’s varied greatly. A contributing factor to 

this phenomenon may be that many mothers can become controlling or critical of their 

spouses’ completion of tasks. This phenomenon is known as maternal gatekeeping, and 

women who engage in this practice often discourage their spouses by a lack of 

satisfaction in the task completion. As a result, men will do less to support the household 

and family (Sandberg, 2013). Society today expects that mothers be actively involved 

with all aspects of their children’s lives, thus creating a greater burden on their down 

time. The concept of intensive and extensive mothering helps us better understand the 

challenges for mothers.  
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Intensive and Extensive Mothering 

 Expectations of mothers have been increasing over the decades, and the expected 

commitment has now soared well beyond any other time in history. Benn (1998, as cited 

by Vincent et al., 2004) described intensive mothering as, “The heavy investment of the 

mother’s time, energy, money, and emotional commitment to enhancing the child’s 

intellectual development. The toll upon the mother is considerable: ‘having it all’ 

becomes ‘doing it all’” (p. 580). One may suspect that this type of parenting would be 

found primarily by mothers who are at home full time, but according to Hays, (1996, as 

cited by Vincent et al., 2004) working mothers often exhibit the strongest tendencies 

toward the practice. Essentially, a mother engaged in intensive mothering places the 

needs of her children above all others (Christopher, 2012).  

 This relatively new style of parenting ushers in a host of questions in regards to 

the emotional and psychological impact on mothers that opt for this style of parenting as 

well as the long-term effects on children who are raised under this intense style. Rizzo, 

Schiffrin, and Liss (2012) sought to better understand the mental health outcomes of 

intensive mothering. They based their study on five factors associated with intensive 

mothering: (a) essentialism, (b) fulfillment, (c) stimulation, (d) challenging, and (e) child-

centered. Table 1 provides definitions of these attributes. 
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Table 1  

Five Factors Associated with Intensive Mothering 

Factors 
1. Essentialism—Mothers are the most 

important parent. 
2. Fulfillment—The presence of children 

should provide complete fulfillment for 
parents. 

3. Stimulation—Parents must sustain constant 
intellectual stimuli for children.  

4. Challenging—Parenting is difficult and 
time-consuming. 

5. Child-Centered—Parents’ lives are 
completely centered on their children.  

 
Source: Rizzo, Schiffrin, and Liss (2012) 
 
The study used a series of questions to better understand the frequency with which 

parents demonstrated these attributes and the resulting effects on their mental health. 

They discovered that participants most often endorsed the fulfillment, stimulation, and 

challenging attributes while identifying least with essentialism. They found that the child-

centered and challenging factors were most commonly associated with lower levels of 

life satisfaction and depression. Despite the fact that this style of parenting can have 

negative effects on mothers, many opt to continue its practice. The effects on children 

have yet to be fully studied, but children with over-protective parents will often exhibit 

internalizing disorders (Bayer et al., 2006, as cited by Rizzo et al., 2012).  

 A recent study by Walls, Helms, and Grzywacz (2016) revealed that although 

many mothers endorse components of intensive mothering practices, they do not do so to 

a degree that fully embraces this style of parenting. In a qualitative study, the researchers 

met with 20 employed and 18 unemployed mothers of varying educational and 

socioeconomic backgrounds. They asked the participants a variety of questions to assess 
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their intensive mothering beliefs. They discovered that, on average, the majority of 

mothers moderately disagreed with intensive mothering beliefs. Walls, Helms, and 

Grzywacz found that for working mothers, particular questions invoked a strong response 

of agreement, but the questions did not conflict with the mother’s ability to work outside 

the home. These participants could be psychologically available without always being 

physically present. Education also surfaced as a predictor of responses to the questions. 

The researchers found that the greater level of education the participant had attained, the 

less likely they would be to practice this parenting style. Two questions received strong 

agreement: (a) Mothers are entitled to work if they choose to even when the children are 

small (96% agreement), and (b) Women’s first obligation is to their children and their 

families (92% agreement) (p. 265). The questions illustrate the internal struggle women 

experience as they make choices regarding career and family.  

 Society is placing a tremendous amount of pressure on mothers, and many 

working professionals are adamant that they will be successful at their career without 

compromising the future success of their children. These mothers have been described as 

professional mothers in that they are strategically planning their children’s lives to ensure 

they are positioned for success in adulthood (Vincent et al., 2004). According to Vincent 

et al., women take on a greater sense of obligation when it comes to raising successful 

children. Johnston and Swanson (2006) conducted a study to understand how being a 

good mother is defined based on a woman’s working status. Culturally, mothers, not 

fathers, are expected to adopt this role. The difference in gender expectations perpetuates 

the challenges that exist for women. Many scholars have concluded that intensive 

mothering is an ideology that dominates the culture within the United States (Johnston & 
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Swanson, 2006; Eagly & Carli, 2007). This phenomenon poses additional questions: (a) 

how effective are intensive mothering methods, and (b) are women satisfied with their 

current situation as it relates to their success both professionally and at home? 

 Christopher (2012) conducted a qualitative study to better understand how 

mothers were coping with the gender revolution that has been occurring over the past few 

decades. She sought to understand how mothers were reshaping expectations as their 

responsibilities have shifted. She discovered that the expectations of intensive mothering 

left many mothers feeling inadequate and guilty. These mothers were struggling to meet 

the demanding rigors of this parenting style. Christopher discovered that many mothers 

were employing an extensive mothering model in which they described their role as the 

one who organizes their children’s daily activities but not always the one executing those 

efforts, rather the one who often delegates those responsibilities to another caregiver. The 

mothers in this study emphasized that they were not willing to fill the shoes of the ideal 

worker because they required a balanced work schedule that allowed them to be available 

and present for their children. Christopher found that these mothers worked to achieve a 

balance between their children and their workplaces, and the need to work was often 

cited as critical to meeting their personal needs.  

 The shift that we are experiencing from an intensive style of parenting to a more 

extensive style can be attributed to the current population of mothers that grew up in the 

1970s and 1980s. Defining events for these mothers include the wave of women entering 

the workforce, instability in the family dynamics that caused a shift in the need for 

women to be financially independent, and the witnessing of parents working long hours 



 HAVING IT ALL FOR WORKING PROFESSIONAL MOTHERS 37 

to fulfill the demands of the ideal worker (Christopher, 2012). Those childhood 

experiences have influenced the parenting styles and values of working mothers today.  

Career Satisfaction 

 Traditional marital norms have shifted significantly as women’s career choices 

have been influenced on their increased participation in higher education (Zollinger 

Giele, 2008). According to Zollinger Giele, this phenomenon has resulted in greater 

gender equality and shifted the traditional authority men once held within the family. 

Numerous studies indicate that women are generally more satisfied when they realize a 

successful career combined with being a parent (Auster, 2001; Vincent et al., 2004). For 

many women, children provide a purpose that extends beyond just themselves (Hewlett, 

2002). Many women desire both and see life as being fulfilled when this outcome is 

achieved.  

 O’Neil and Bilimoria (2005) described three age-related phases in which 

women’s careers could be categorized: (a) idealistic achievement, (b) pragmatic 

endurance, and (c) reinventive contribution. Idealistic achievement occurs early in a 

women’s career, typically between the ages of 24–35. Women in this phase are keenly 

focused on their career and on achieving personal goals and they are optimistic that they 

can have it all. The pragmatic endurance phase occurs between the ages of 36–45. These 

women are typically established in their careers and have grown accustomed to managing 

conflicting priorities. These women may have plateaued their careers and have begun to 

question how much energy they are willing to give to their chosen profession. They are 

beginning to define success differently, they are placing less emphasis on career, and they 

are placing more on personal fulfillment. The final phase is called reinventive 
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contribution, which occurs between the ages of 46–60. During this phase, women begin 

to focus on their contributions and how they can positively influence the lives of others 

and the organizations where they work. This time represents for them a final push to learn 

and contribute, but they do so from a less selfish slant than do those women in the 

idealistic achievement phase who are focused on personal advancement and achievement. 

An interesting time to study women is when they are approaching midcareer (late in 

pragmatic endurance) as they have often passionately pursued their career while 

experiencing the challenges of finding a balance between work and life.  

 Auster (2001) sought to understand how satisfied women were after spending a 

significant amount of time in the workforce. The studies she reviewed indicated that 

several key factors could be used as predictors of satisfaction. According to Auster, these 

factors included an organization that offered flexible work arrangements, career support 

through active mentors, and progressive organizational characteristics (gender 

distribution, a culture free of sex bias/discrimination, and progressive HR practices). 

Conversely, Hewlett (2002) warned that although these characteristics can lead to overall 

satisfaction, attitudes that exist within the workplace and job pressures could prevent 

individuals from capitalizing on these benefits.  

 Scholars debate as to the key drivers preventing women from reaching parity in 

executive suites across organizations. Hoobler et al. (2014) studied the opt out 

phenomenon. This concept focuses on whether women truly desire the power and 

prestige associated with these types of roles or if they simply discover that the life they 

desire does not include that level of career accomplishment. As women mature in their 
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understandings of life and career, their values could shift, changing what they find 

fulfilling.  

 Hoobler et al. (2014) sought to better understand factors in the workforce that 

could be contributing to this phenomenon. They addressed three hypotheses: (a) women 

are perceived as having a lower level of motivation, (b) this perceived level of motivation 

influences training and special assignments given to women, and (c) the opportunities 

provided align with the individual’s career goals. The findings of their study confirmed 

that an individual’s gender influences others’ perception of motivation. For their study, 

the researchers adapted a career motivation scale created by Day and Allen (2004) in 

which they asked the employees’ manager to rate their subordinate’s career motivation 

based on several questions. The study found that women were rated lower in motivation 

compared to men (r= -.28, p < .01). The second hypothesis was also confirmed in that 

when managers perceive a high level of motivation, they were more apt to provide 

opportunities that would propel the individual’s career forward. The researchers found 

that women reported fewer opportunities than men did for training and development (r = -

.35, p <. 01). The final hypothesis was confirmed in that those who were afforded these 

opportunities possessed a greater propensity to pursue managerial roles since women 

experienced more career interruptions than men (r = .34, p < .01).  

 Fetterolf and Eagly (2011) conducted a study to better understand the level of 

equality young women expected in their future. They interviewed 114 undergraduate 

women at a highly selective university. They found that almost all participants expected 

inequality in their marriage and at work. They also found that participants had a strong 

desire for both work and family and that both elements were necessary for them to feel 
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fulfilled. Participants in Fetterolf and Eagly’s study believed that they would experience 

improvement in regards to wage difference as well as shared life responsibilities with 

their partners but that inequality would still be present.  

 Despite the fact that the odds seem stacked against women who wish to have it 

all, women continue to press on in pursuit of this goal. Hewlett (2002) offered advice to 

young career women including the following:  

(1) figure out what you want your life to look like at 45, (2) give urgent priority to 

finding a partner, (3) have your first child before 35, (4) choose a career that will 

give you the gift of time, (5) choose a company that will help you achieve work-

life balance. (p. 73) 

Evolving Expectations 

Job expectations and responsibilities related to family will change throughout the 

years as women age and experience broader exposure to both work cultures and societal 

expectations. Gender, class, and race are attributes that have been researched to further 

understand the career expectations of women (Damaske, 2011). These distinctions are 

often selected because the indicators of choices, perceptions, and possibilities differ 

measurably. Individual’s opinions are shaped by the values and morals of the cultures in 

which they spend their formative years, and the effect of these experiences on future 

choices is significant. Damaske conducted a qualitative study of 80 randomly selected 

women in New York City to understand how women developed their expectations of the 

future in relation to their careers. She identified several trends that were prevalent in her 

participants’ responses based on race and class. In regards to class, women who had 

grown up in middle-class homes were expected to do well in school, go on to college, and 
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for the majority, work continuously upon graduation. Their parents and others in their 

community had consistent expectations that shaped their beliefs in the possibility of 

future career success. Conversely, participants that grew up in working-class homes 

witnessed ongoing financial hardship and saw their parents working very hard throughout 

the years while experiencing little to no career growth. Often more prevalent in these 

homes were traditional gender roles, which influenced women in the study and how they 

perceived their future.  

 Zollinger Giele (2008) conducted a similar study but sought to understand what 

caused women from similar social groups to choose different paths in life. She wanted to 

understand the life experiences or social conditions that influenced some women to desire 

a professional career while others opted to stay at home and be solely dedicated to family 

and household responsibilities. She found that women with similar education, race, age 

and economic position made different choices based on life experiences that were 

strongly influenced by the values and personal characteristics of each individual. Those 

early experiences in life had significant influence over decisions made in adulthood. In 

her qualitative study, she extracted information from participants that painted a picture of 

the possible internal and external influences that shaped their life decisions. She found 

that those participants who chose both career and motherhood never saw it as a choice. 

Instead, Zollinger Giele found that the participants intended to have both and believed it 

was possible and important for their wellbeing to be successful in their professions and to 

raise a family. Ultimately, the interviews conducted by Zollinger Giele revealed distinct 

differences in how women with careers and families versus women with families alone 

viewed and anticipated their lives. Despite the message from society that it is impossible 
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to have it all, career women are pushing against this norm in an effort to change 

expectations. 

 Hoffnung and Williams (2013) conducted a study in which they followed the 

changing expectations of a group of women from college through their 30s. When the 

researchers spoke to this group of women as seniors in college, the women expected a 

future where they would have it all (motherhood, career, marriage). When the researchers 

contacted these women 16 years later, they discovered that, “two thirds were employed 

full-time, 91% had married, nearly three quarters were mothers, and about 57% were 

combining full-time employment with motherhood” (p. 321). Clearly, factors occurred 

throughout many of their lives that influenced the choices they made. Hoffnung and 

Williams conducted interviews with the women to better assess their levels of satisfaction 

based on their expectations as seniors in college and how their lives had progressed thus 

far. The researchers categorized the participants in three groups: those who had it all, 

those who were employed only, and those who were traditional. They had expected to 

hear that women who had it all would be more satisfied with life than those that were 

employed only or those that were in a traditional role. They found instead that 

motherhood rather than career was the factor that produced a more favorable response to 

life satisfaction.  

 In the past few decades, women have experienced a significant shift in their levels 

of higher educational achievement. The number of women that have attained a bachelor’s 

degree or higher between 1970 and 2010 has more than doubled from 14.1% to 36% 

respectively (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2014b). This phenomenon has brought 

women into the workforce in greater numbers and has resulted in a stronger presence of 
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women in leadership roles that are more demanding and that require greater care to 

balance work and life. Livingston and Cohn (2010) discussed the changing demographics 

of motherhood in the past two decades. They discovered that more women are waiting to 

have children until later in life, and that the level of higher educational achievement was 

directly correlated with the age at which women have their first or only child. Those 

women with higher levels of educational achievement delayed motherhood, most likely 

to establish their careers. In addition, 41% of children were born to unmarried women in 

2008 compared to 28% in 1990. This shift is occurring despite the fact that 65% of 

Americans disapprove of single motherhood (Livingston & Cohn, 2010). This 

phenomenon represents a shift in the level of influence that established societal values are 

having on the decisions of women.  

 Changing values are being explored more frequently as researchers seek to 

understand the dynamic behind the change. Ely, Stone, and Ammerman (2014) 

researched the values of more than 25,000 Harvard Business School graduates across 

genders and generational groups. They targeted this group because it is often highly 

driven as it relates to career success. They found that this population had similar values 

upon graduation and that their values evolved consistently later in life. As recent college 

graduates, the participants focused on career and achieving professional growth and high 

compensation. Once established in their careers, participants’ values shifted to “family 

happiness, relationships, and balancing life and work, along with community service and 

helping others” (p. 3). As individuals mature, their expectations clearly evolve to match 

their values.  
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Psychological and Emotional Effects of Having it All 

 A plethora of research has established that women and men exhibit distinctly 

different attributes in response to various life scenarios (Eagly & Carli, 2007; Eccles 

1987; Rehman & Roomi, 2012; Sandberg, 2013; Schulte, 2014). Gender is a significant 

indicator of behavior that cannot be used exclusively in analysis but that provides deep 

insight into the probability of anticipated behaviors. In the professional work 

environment, women more often than not will lead others differently than their male 

counterparts. Women are known to exhibit more communal attributes, distinguishing 

their methods from those used by men (Eagly & Carli, 2007).  

 Pudrovska and Karraker (2014) conducted a quantitative study using data from a 

1957–2004 Wisconsin Longitudinal Study to assess the gender differences that existed 

between men and women as they relate to leadership positions with power over others. 

They believed that women in authority were more likely to exhibit signs of depression 

when compared to women that did not have control over others at work. Conversely, they 

hypothesized that the opposite would be true for men, in that men in positions of power 

would be less depressed than men who lacked this authority. They used the demand-

control model, which indicates that when employees have low job control and high 

demands, they are susceptible to job strain, which can lead to health and psychological 

issues. The researchers used this model to determine any gender differences and found 

that women who were in a position to hire, fire, and influence pay were under greater 

psychological distress. Women seemed to be less comfortable in this role and were 

affected by the pressure they felt in the work environment. This phenomenon was 

believed to be caused by the conflict that is created between society’s stereotypes of how 
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women behave with more communal attributes versus the more agentic nature of control 

and authority.  The results of Pudrovska and Karraker’s study indicated that in cases in 

which women had the power to influence pay only, depressive symptoms did not 

increase. When women had the authority to hire and fire only the symptoms elevated 

(+.16, p <.01), and when influencing pay was added to the equation, the results were 

greater (+.09, p <.05). In contrast, men with the ability to influence pay resulted in (-.25, 

p <.001), and when the ability to hire and fire was considered, the likelihood of 

depressive symptoms decreased further (-.10, p < .05). Pudrovska and Karraker 

concluded that a difference was clear in the effects of power over others as it relates to 

gender.  

 Men and women respond to the pressure of balancing work and life in 

significantly different ways, and the emotional toll of these pressures is different. For 

women, the stress associated with the home environment after an already taxing day can 

affect their level of life satisfaction. Many women in dual-income families with children 

are believed to develop resentment toward their spouses due to an unequal distribution of 

household work and childcare (Campos et al., 2013). The stress this creates on one’s 

marriage certainly plays a role in the everyday valence of a woman’s emotional 

wellbeing. Conversely, Campos et al. revealed that men are positively affected by the 

evening hours spent with family because their time often involves socially interacting 

with children and having personal time. Men in these situations are essentially able to 

recharge for the day, and their interactions are more relaxed in nature.  

 The imbalance in responsibility as it relates to household chores and family 

creates a need for women to multitask to meet conflicting priorities. The practice of 
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multitasking is most often associated with women because they are typically responsible 

for routines and scheduled chores that require a more rigid approach. In a National 

Survey of Parents conducted in 2000, it was discovered that 85.9% of women in dual-

income couples reported frequently multitasking, and 59.1% of men reported the need to 

multitask (Bianchi et al. 2006, as cited in Offer & Schneider, 2011). Offer and Schneider 

concluded that the constant pressure to multitask inflicts strain on women, resulting in 

negative emotions and psychological distress. The researchers believed that playing both 

roles of wage earner and mother conflicted in that the expectations at work of being the 

ideal worker failed to sync with the dedication to family women are expected to exhibit. 

Offer and Schneider discussed that this discrepancy leads to the resentment previously 

mentioned, because women become frustrated by the unequal distribution of 

responsibility. They explained that couples that are in dual-earner families in which both 

spouses are in a professional or managerial role experience these pressures magnified as 

their careers inflict greater pressure on time. An important point noted by Offer and 

Schneider is that working professional mothers in middle-class families feel pressure to 

meet normative expectations to appear to run the home with ease, engage in 

intensive/extensive parenting practices, and maintain a lifestyle that sustains their status 

and class privilege. This continuous pressure to keep up with the Joneses is intense and 

results in emotional, physical, and psychological drain.  

Probability of Having it All 

 The literature clearly indicates that the likelihood of a woman having it all is 

extremely rare if not impossible. Choices between conflicting priorities must always be 

made and opportunities may be potentially passed up to realize another objective. 
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Sandberg (2013) encourages women to navigate life with greater care and to look for 

opportunities to pursue one’s career goals regardless of the conflicting priorities all 

women encounter. Yet despite her challenge to women, she keeps her suggestions in 

perspective when she states, “Having it all, perhaps the greatest trap ever set for women 

was the coining of this phrase… these three little words are intended to be aspirational 

but instead make us all feel like we have fallen short. No one has it all” (p. 121). This 

sentiment was echoed by Anne-Marie Slaughter in her article for The Atlantic, “Why 

Women Still Can’t Have it All” (2012). She concluded that the work culture is not 

conducive to giving women the freedom that would be necessary to regulate their own 

time. The traditional workplace expectation that all employees must be career-centric to 

achieve success has remained unchanged.  

 Women that desire both family and career are challenged by the sheer limit of 

time. When women delay having children in pursuit of the higher education that may be 

necessary to reach senior executive positions, the realistic time for child rearing is 

decreased. Mason and Goulden (2004) studied the effects of women’s presence in higher 

education and how having children influenced the progress of their academic careers. 

They cited significant differences between women and men in their study related to 

gender. In fact, men who became fathers within the first five years following the 

completion of a PhD were 38% more likely to achieve tenure than women who became 

mothers during the same time period. The researchers also found that one in three women 

who pursued fast track careers at a university before having a child never became a 

mother. They determined that women cannot have it all (both tenure and family), but men 

are able to do so. Mason and Goulden (2004) found that many women were delaying the 
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start of family to establish themselves in the workplace in the hopes that it would secure 

their position in their chosen profession. Others were simply more selective and avoided 

professions that had a reputation of being incompatible for balancing work and family.  

 Yet despite the many publications on the challenges of having it all, women 

continue to take on this ambiguous pursuit. The most common result is that women take 

on more than is realistically possible, considering the finite number of hours in a day. 

They give tirelessly, while attempting to meet as many demands as possible with no 

personal time (Miller-McLemore, 1996; Schulte, 2014). An important factor to consider 

is that the phrase having it all referred to dual-career families in which women were 

seeking parity in the workplace and at home (Miller-McLemore, 1996). Progress has 

been made in this regard, but a significant transformation still needs to occur before we 

realize true equality. In addition, changing family dynamics remain a factor. According to 

Miller-McLemore, the fastest growing family type is the female-headed household of 

unwed and divorced women. In fact, Miller-McLemore has argued that this entire 

concept is an elitist issue in that for women to have it all, they will likely shift the burden 

of household chores and family care on to less fortunate women.  

 So this concept must be studied with a renewed perspective that focuses on the 

women of the present. These women may not be pursing it all in a literal sense but they 

are certainly challenged by their equal desire for both personal career growth and 

achievement and for caring for a home and family, both of which are important to a life 

of purpose and fulfillment.  
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Summary 

 An analysis of the literature review indicates that despite various components of 

this subject having been studied for several decades, little progress has been made to 

uncover sustainable solutions. In fact, the challenges women face appear to be getting 

worse instead of better, even though women are better educated and are demanding 

salaries that give them the financial resources they need to seek support. The findings are 

not limited to working mothers in the United States, because similar studies have been 

conducted throughout the world and findings were in many ways consistent. What 

initially seems to be at the root of this issue is an unrealistic set of expectations that are 

nearly impossible to achieve. However, among women, there seems to be a level of 

acceptance that gender differences are to be expected, despite other variables that have 

changed over the decades. The long-term ramifications of attempting to sustain this pace 

are clearly not being considered. Women are engaging in extensive or intensive 

mothering practices, but the effects this will have on children as they grow into adults are 

unclear. Are women really preparing their children for success or simply creating a 

dependency by ensuring all obstacles are removed for a perceived straight path to a 

successful future? At the same time, women may not truly be realizing success at work, 

because despite the fact that women are outpacing men in educational attainment, only 

6% of women hold positions in the C-suite at Fortune 500 companies (Eagly & Carli, 

2007b). 

 This review of existing studies solidifies the need for additional research to 

understand whether women are satisfied with the current state of motherhood and with 

their abilities to be successful in their chosen professions. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 
 

Introduction 

 This qualitative study sought to understand how working professional mothers 

define having it all and to develop a model that allows women and organizations to work 

in collaboration to transform the future workplace. To acquire the depth of knowledge 

necessary to understand this phenomenon, a phenomenological approach through the 

theoretical lens of social constructivism was selected. This approach allowed the 

researcher to design and execute the study with a reduced level of preconceived notions 

regarding how women are feeling today, and subsequently allowed the participants to 

guide the researcher through their experiences.  

 The approach during information gathering was participatory in nature, and the 

questions were open ended to avoid leading the participants in their responses. The 

information collected during early interviews helped the researcher modify later 

interviews to understand more deeply the challenges that women are facing. General 

themes identified in the literature review helped provide overall structure to the 

interviews, but the open-ended approach produced spirited dialogue. After consideration, 

the qualitative approach was determined to provide the most direct path for adding 

valuable information to the existing body of knowledge. Roberts (2010) stated that 

researchers who select this methodology are interested in gaining the perspectives and 

insights of the people affected by the phenomenon and have the flexibility for their 

research to be modified throughout their study. The open-ended questions asked during 

the interviews were designed with this thought process and encouraged open dialogue 

and free-flowing thoughts. 
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During the data-gathering phase of this research study, multiple methods were used to 

enhance the depth of information obtained. The participants were asked to complete a 

questionnaire prior to the start of the interview (See Appendix A). The questionnaire 

gathered general demographic information and captured responses to foundational 

questions, both of which aided during the analysis phase to identify trends that existed 

among the participants. Throughout the study, the researcher wrote memos that allowed 

immediate reflection on the data and aided in identifying future areas for discussion with 

other participants. The interviews were professionally transcribed, and the researcher 

validated the transcripts for accuracy. Data analysis was completed using MAXQDA, a 

software program that assists with qualitative or mixed-methods data analysis.   

This phenomenological study used three rounds of coding: open, axial, and 

selective (Charmaz, 2014). During the open-coding phase, the researcher identified 

categories by analyzing the interviews and memos. Once the categories were defined, the 

axial-coding method was used to find links between the themes, aiding in the 

understanding of this phenomenon from the data gathered. The final phase of coding 

allowed core categories to be identified and linked back to the original research 

questions, thus allowing answers to emerge.  

Research Questions 

 The central research questions for this qualitative studied were: How do working 

mothers today define having it all, and how do they thrive? The literature review revealed 

several central themes in regards to changing workplace dynamics, societal expectations, 

and the evolving expectations of women. The findings of previous studies helped to 

define the direction of this research by identifying the existing foundation and using it to 
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launch a deeper understanding. Questions were asked in an effort to answer the primary 

research questions. Each interview provided greater insight and influenced future 

questions as trends emerged that aided in continued discovery.  

Research Design 

 This qualitative study used the phenomenological approach through the 

theoretical lens of social constructivism. According to Creswell (2014), 

phenomenological research allows the researcher to gather data about the lived 

experiences and perceptions of the participants as it relates to the essence of the 

phenomenon. This method is particularly appropriate for the purpose of this study, which 

is to seek a clearer understanding of the phenomenon associated with women’s desire to 

have it all. 

The study sought female participants who were working professionals in various 

fields and who had children under the age of eighteen in their care. The average number 

of children per participant was 1.83, with an average age of 11.5 years. Only two 

participants had children under the age of 6, a time when children often need more care 

and attention from their parents because typically the level of independence grows as 

children age. The participants were identified from the researcher’s LinkedIn connections 

with working mothers. The sample was acquired through a purposive sampling, using a 

critical case method to access participants that met specific demographics. The use of this 

type of convenience sampling was critical because the phenomenon being studied affects 

a specific demographic group, and meeting with these participants allowed the researcher 

to gain direct insight into the questions being explored (Lund Research Ltd, 2012). 
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The data were gathered through individual interviews with 12 participants. The 

participants were asked, prior to the start of the interview, to complete a questionnaire 

that captured general demographics (See Appendix A). The second portion of the 

questionnaire sought to understand the participant’s level of satisfaction as a mother and 

an employee by asking targeted questions using a five-point Likert scale. The questions 

were grouped to mirror four themes prevalent during the literature review: (a) societal 

expectations, (b) work and life balance, (c) intensive/extensive mothering, and (d) career 

satisfaction. The questionnaire was completed prior to the interview and returned directly 

to the researcher. Creswell (2014) discussed one of the limitations with interviews, 

namely, that not all participants will be successful in articulating their experiences and 

perspectives. The researcher used a semi-structured approach with open-ended questions 

in addition to follow-up questions to help alleviate this known limitation. The participants 

were asked about their work achievements and the level of balance they had realized with 

family obligations, including how their time was allocated. The study also explored 

influences from the participants’ youth that affected decisions in adulthood. The final 

area of focus was to understand participants’ styles of parenting and whether the styles 

had been influenced by society’s expectations (See Appendix B). During the individual 

interviews with participants, additional questions were asked to better understand levels 

of personal satisfaction in regards to equality with their partners, if applicable. The 

unique challenges of single parents were explored for participants that fell within this 

demographic. 
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Participants 

 The population of participants for this study was identified as professional 

working women in a leadership role that had children under the age of 18 in their care. 

The broad scope was intentional to provide greater insight into a larger population of 

women. Studies have often focused on women in senior level positions, but the scope of 

participants for this study was broader to better understand the population of emerging 

senior leaders. This change in scope allowed insight into the challenges women are facing 

that could be derailing their success and preventing them from pursuing more advanced 

leadership roles.  

The participants for this qualitative study were acquired through purposive 

sampling, using a critical case method. This method was determined to allow the 

researcher to target specific individuals that met the demographics necessary for this 

study. These attributes included a working mother in a leadership position with children 

under the age of 18. This type of sampling method is ideal for exploratory-type 

qualitative research (Lund Research Ltd, 2012). This approach allowed the researcher to 

use logical generalizations based on a small sample. Research cannot always keep pace 

with our rapidly evolving environment, and meeting with these women provided the 

current information needed to understand the phenomenon. 

Upon receiving approval from Creighton University’s Institutional Review Board 

(Appendix D), the researcher identified a population of women from her LinkedIn 

connections to solicit for participation. The researcher sent 18 letters of invitation to the 

targeted potential sample. A follow-up letter was sent to individuals that did not respond 

to the first inquiry. Twelve individuals agreed to participate in the study. The participants 
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were from a diverse group of industries, ethnic backgrounds, and ages. This sample size 

proved to be sufficient because it provided adequate diversity among the participants and 

reoccurring general thoughts were revealed. Table 2 illustrates the general demographics 

of the participants. 

Table 2  

Participant Demographics 

Demographics 
Average Age 

 
Industry 

 
 

Avg. Number of 
Children 

  
Marital Status 

 
    
Education 

42.42 years 
 
retail, finance, education, government, 
medical supply, marketing, 
accounting, and hospitality 
 
1.83 
 
67% married, 8% cohabitating, 25% 
divorced 
 
17% Doctorate, 25% Master’s, 50% 
Bachelor’s, and 8% Associate’s 

 

 Prior to the interview, each participant received a description of the research, a 

copy of the initial research questions, and a statement of informed consent. Participants 

were advised that their identities would remain anonymous and that all data would be 

stored in a secure location. Creswell (2014) warns researchers to avoid exploitation of 

their participants. The participants must not be simply used for data and discarded. Some 

of the participants were asked to help collaborate and confirm the findings, and all 

participants were offered a copy of the final research report. 
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Data Collection Tools 

The participants participated in individual recorded interviews and were asked a 

variety of questions to explore the historical factors and conditions that influenced their 

life decisions. Questionnaires were given to the participants before the interviews, and 

participants were asked to return the completed questionnaires prior to the interviews. 

The purpose of the questionnaire was to capture general demographic information, 

including participant’s age, marital status, level of education, and number and age of 

children. The second portion of the questionnaire was related to the participant’s level of 

satisfaction as a mother and an employee using a five-point Likert scale (see Appendix 

A). The interview delved deeper into balancing work and life to better understand the 

current state. The participants were asked to describe their typical day and how their time 

was allocated, including how home-life responsibilities were shared. They were then 

asked questions related to their work achievements and their personal levels of 

satisfaction. The final group of questions was associated with their style of parenting and 

whether they had observed or participated in intensive or extensive mothering practices 

(see Appendix B). The interviews were professionally transcribed to ensure integrity of 

the data for future analysis.  

The second form of data was collected through the use of a journal that was kept 

by the researcher. The journal’s purpose was to capture ongoing observations after each 

interview and serve as a second method for gathering data to understand the current state 

of working professional mothers and the challenges they may face when balancing career 

and family. This practice, in turn, allowed the researcher to modify future interviews as 

deemed necessary to continue to refine the data and enhance the overall understanding of 
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the questions being explored. These individual memos were retained and coded during 

the analysis phase of the research.  

 Throughout this process, the objectives were to (a) to define how women define 

having it all, (b) to trace how women’s expectations of personal and professional success 

have evolved over the last decade, and (c) to develop an evidence based resource for 

women and employers that can be used to create a workplace conducive to success. 

Data Collection Procedures 

 In early April 2016, the researcher identified potential candidates from her 

LinkedIn connections that, based on her knowledge of these individuals, met the desired 

demographics of this study. On April 15, 2016, letters were sent via e-mail to 18 

candidates to solicit their participation in the study (Appendix D). As of April 30, 2016, 

10 individuals had responded with their desire to participate. A follow-up e-mail was sent 

to the remaining potential candidates to determine their personal levels of interest in 

participating. Two additional individuals responded and were included in the sample. The 

investigator made contact via phone to schedule the interviews that would occur either in-

person or via phone. The interviews occurred throughout the month of May 2016. Six of 

the interviews were in-person and the remaining six interviews were conducted via 

telephone. The type and location of the interview were decided based on the preference 

of the participant.  

 Prior to the interviews, the participants were provided the protocol of the research 

study, a list of the initial open-ended questions, and a questionnaire to complete that 

included general demographic data, time allocation detail, and general questions related 

to their experiences of this topic (Appendix A). The questionnaire allowed the researcher 
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to ascertain any trends based on demographics and to connect interview responses to 

these attributes. The participants were asked to return the questionnaire to the researcher 

at the interview.  

 The interviews were audio recorded with the permission of the participants. The 

participants were first provided a copy of the informed consent and reminded that their 

participation was voluntary. They were advised they could withdraw from the study at 

any time and could opt out of any questions that they preferred not to answer. The 

questions asked in the interview were centered on key areas of consideration discovered 

during the literature review. The questions were designed by the researcher and adjusted 

as needed for future interviews based on the results of previous interviews. This evolving 

approach was critical to fully understand the phenomenon being researched. The semi 

structured, open-ended questions allowed the researcher to obtain the depth of knowledge 

necessary to reach full saturation. The responses from the participants often triggered 

follow-up questions from the researcher to ensure understanding or to delve deeper into 

the topic. The average interview was forty minutes in duration. Upon completion of the 

interview process, the digitally recorded interviews were professionally transcribed. The 

researcher compared the transcriptions to the recordings to validate the data’s accuracy.  

 To ensure the anonymity of the participants and organize the data-gathering 

process, each participant was given a participant number that was used on the interview 

form, notes, and audio files. The content of the interviews was kept confidential 

throughout the entire process.  

 The paper transcripts will be stored in a locked office for one year following the 

completion of the dissertation defense. The electronic copies are stored on a secured 
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laptop and each file is password protected. One year following the conclusion of this 

study, the files will be destroyed.  

 The second form of data collection occurred through memos kept by the 

researcher. Entries were made at the conclusion of each interview that were both specific 

to the interview as well as general regarding the process and modifications needed to 

reach saturation. This practice also served to capture the researcher’s general feelings and 

reflect on the dissertation process. This material was useful for direction while 

conducting a qualitative study.  

 Once the data-collection phase was completed, open axial thematic coding was 

used to analyze the collected information. The first phase is open coding, in which the 

researcher reviews the data and begins assigning labels based on trends that were 

uncovered. This is completed throughout the data-gathering phase as it allows the 

researcher to identify gaps in their findings that should be explored during future 

interviews. The second phase is axial coding, in which the researcher begins to identify 

connections among the assigned open codes. The final phase of coding is selective 

coding, in which the researcher isolates the core elements that can be used to explain the 

findings of the research. This process was used for the purposes of this study and proved 

to isolate key findings.  

Validity and Reliability 

 Creswell (2014) provided several methods to ensure the validity and reliability of 

the information gathered in qualitative research. Three of those methods were used in this 

study. The first method was to triangulate the different data sources and look for 

consistencies in themes. Triangulation was achieved by comparing the interview 
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responses from the 12 participants against one another as well as against the handwritten 

observations captured by the researcher. The results allowed for comparison against other 

research that has been conducted for similar topics (Fetterolf & Eagly, 2011; Eccles 

1987; Sandberg 2013; and Schulte, 2014). The second method used for validity was 

member checking. Once the analysis was completed, eight of the participants confirmed 

the validity of the findings and themes that had emerged. This process allowed the 

researcher to validate the themes that emerged during the coding phase. There were no 

discrepancies identified by the participants, but some offered additional insight through 

the dialogue that occurred during this process. The third method was to use rich and thick 

descriptions incorporated into the study to convey the specific details evident in the data. 

The researcher had a preexisting affiliation with all of the participants with the exception 

of one. This proved to be helpful in gathering rich data, as the participants were very 

comfortable sharing their personal stories. The inclusion of direct quotes from the 

participants brought a depth of emotion to the study that can only be captured through the 

sharing of personal experiences. These descriptions allow the study’s readers to connect 

with the participants by painting a visual of the experience. This is important when 

utilizing a social constructivist approach to phenomenological research as the thoughts, 

feelings, and viewpoints of the participants contribute significantly to the findings 

(Cresswell, 2014).  

Regarding reliability, several suggestions recommended by Creswell (2014) were 

incorporated into the study. The first was to check all transcripts and be sure no obvious 

errors occurred that needed to be corrected. The researcher listened to each of the 

recorded interviews and confirmed the accuracy of the professionally transcribed 
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interviews. All identified errors were corrected to ensure data integrity prior to coding.   

The second was to continually validate the codes used to ensure consistency in how they 

were defined and applied to the data. The researcher reviewed the data several times to be 

sure the coding was applied consistently. Finally, the researcher asked another researcher 

to review the transcripts and crosscheck the codes used to confirm agreement in a process 

known as intercoder agreement.  

Ethical Considerations 

 Research must be conducted with the utmost care to ensure an ethical study. Lund 

Research, Ltd (2012) discussed five core principles to abide by when conducting a 

research study: “(a) do good (known as beneficence), (b) do no harm (known as non-

malfeasance); (c) protect their anonymity and confidentiality; (d) avoid using deceptive 

practices; and (e) give participants the right to withdraw from your research” (n.p.). 

 Throughout the research study, the researcher was careful not to cause any 

psychological or emotional harm to the participants. The intent of the questions was to 

understand the life experiences that have influenced decisions made in adulthood 

regarding careers and families. A small level of risk existed that encouraging the 

participants to reflect on their lives could trigger emotional distress, but no such distress 

was detected during the interview process. To protect the anonymity of the participants, 

the recordings of the interviews will be stored in a locked location, and names will be 

changed in the documented research findings. In addition, transcripts of the interviews 

will be available to the participants upon their request.  

 Prior to participating in the study, participants were provided a copy of the 

informed consent. The researcher explained the purpose of the study, the participant’s 
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role in the process, advised the participants that they could withdraw at any time, and 

offered to make the research findings available to the participants at the conclusion of the 

study (Lund Research, Ltd, 2012). In addition, the survey and interview questions were 

made available to the participants so they could opt out if they chose prior to starting the 

process. They also had the option of simply abstaining from certain questions. Because 

the interviews were informal and semi structured, participants were advised that 

additional questions may be asked as a result of their responses and that they could 

decline responding if they felt uncomfortable with the questions.  

 A final ethical consideration was discussed by Creswell (2014) in regards to 

analyzing data. He emphasized the importance of not “going native.” The researcher fits 

within the demographic population of the study, so it was important to use an objective 

view when analyzing data; the analysis must not be influenced by personal feelings. In an 

effort to mitigate any risk of this occurring, member checking was used to confirm the 

findings. Creswell (2014) recommended ensuring multiple perspectives are reflected in 

the findings to mitigate the risk of this ethical consideration. Diversity was sought based 

on educational attainment, marital status, and professional industry. Prior to the start of 

this study, the researcher gained Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval from 

Creighton University. Samples of the invitation to participate, informed consent letter, 

and the IRB application are included in the appendices.  

Summary 

  This qualitative study used a phenomenological approach through the theoretical 

lens of social constructivism to understand the phenomenon of women’s pursuit to have it 

all. Participant sampling occurred through a purposive method to isolate the population of 
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women that fell within the demographics of this study. The questions were designed to 

delve deeper into the events that have shaped working mothers today and their views on 

balancing both work and family. A greater understanding was uncovered of how women 

make decisions related to career progression and conflicting family obligations.  

 At the conclusion of each interview, the interviews were transcribed and open 

coding was completed. This allowed the researcher to reflect on the interview and 

identify any modifications that needed to be made to future interviews. The second phase 

of coding was axial coding, which allowed the researcher to make connections in the data 

and see commonalities that were emerging amongst the participants. The final phase was 

selective coding that allowed the researcher to isolate themes and identify key findings.  

 The study was conducted with the utmost attention to facilitating ethical research 

that did not infringe on the participants in any way. Participants had the option to 

withdraw at any time, and the intent of the study as well as their role in the research was 

transparent to the participants. In addition, the researcher was keenly aware to avoid 

going native and remained objective throughout the analysis phase.  

 Throughout the study, continuous reflection occurred, which allowed for 

redirection when needed. Because this study was qualitative, discoveries throughout the 

study commonly influence the direction the researcher takes. Finally, the planned 

reflection allowed the researcher to better understand the process and self-correct as 

needed.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS  
 

Introduction 

 Working mothers today face a unique set of challenges not experienced by 

previous generations. They navigate a maze of complexities that influence their ability to 

manage the demands of both work and home. The introduction of technology has 

provided flexibility in where and when one can work. However, technology has become 

something of a double-edged sword because employers’ expectations concerning 

availability and work commitment have changed. In addition, the American family, 

which was once easy to define, has been transformed into a multitude of possible 

structures, each of which has a distinctive set of variables that challenge a woman’s 

ability to meet life’s conflicting demands.   

This chapter discusses the key findings of a phenomenological research study 

through the theoretical lens of social constructivism that focused on the phenomenon of 

having it all. The purpose of this study was to understand how professional working 

mothers define having it all and to develop a model that allows women and organizations 

to collaborate in transforming the future workplace. This study aimed to (a) define how 

women define having it all, (b) to trace how women’s expectations of personal and 

professional success have evolved over the last decade, and (c) to develop an evidence 

based resource for women and employers that can be used to create a workplace 

conducive to success. 

Twelve working professional mothers from various industries were interviewed to 

gain insight into their personal experiences and perspectives on motherhood and career. 

The interviews revealed the choices and tradeoffs made by professional working mothers 
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that affect the paths they take in life. The participants provided candid insight into their 

personal challenges as well as victories. The information collected can be used to help 

other working mothers in their quest for balance and to provide employers with insight 

into the support female leaders need so employers can encourage continued career 

growth. 

 Three themes emerged during the data-analysis phase that revealed the current 

state of career and motherhood. An awareness of these findings is essential to continued 

progress: 

1. A belief that managing both career and family is possible but that tradeoffs are 

inevitable. 

2. A belief that being a successful mother trumps personal goals. 

3. A belief that having it all in the literal sense is not possible. 

This chapter discusses the themes that were discovered during the data-analysis phase 

and the significant factors that contribute to the challenges of taking on both career and 

motherhood. Participant feedback is revealed to fully understand the challenges that exist 

today so a plan for a stronger tomorrow can be defined.  

Participant Profile 

 Participants were selected through a purposive sampling method that allowed the 

researcher to solicit specific individuals that met the desired demographics. The majority 

of the participants currently reside in the Midwest region of the United States, with the 

exception of one participant who was from the Southeast. The participants ranged in age 

from 32–46 years, with an average age of 42.42 years. Table 3 provides additional details 

regarding the participant’s profiles.  
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Table 3 

Participant Profiles 

Participant Industry Marital Status Number of 
Children 

Education 

P1 Finance Divorced 2 Associate’s 
P2 Finance Married 3 Master’s 
P3 Finance Married  1 Bachelor’s 
P4 Finance Married 2 Bachelor’s 
P5 Retail Cohabitating 1 Bachelor’s 
P6 Medical 

Equipment 
Married 2 Master’s 

P7 Education Divorced 2 Doctorate 
P8 Government Married 1 Doctorate 
P9 Marketing Married 2 Master’s 
P10 Accounting Married 3 Bachelor’s 
P11 Hospitality Divorced 1 Bachelor’s 
P12 Retail Married 2 Bachelor’s 

   

Themes in the Study of Women, Career, and Family 

Theme One: Career and Family is Possible but Tradeoffs are Inevitable 

Career expectations. To ascertain the level of satisfaction women feel in regards 

to career and family, their expectations must first be understood, including how those 

expectations have evolved throughout the years. All participants except one attended 

college immediately following the completion of high school, but expectations post 

college varied, as did the level of specific direction identified in the approaches to career 

goals. All of the women responded favorably when asked if they expected to work 

outside of the home; however, some participants defined work differently. The majority 

of participants intended to work full time throughout their lives, while two participants 

had planned to be home with their children when they were younger and then float back 

into the workforce as their children became more independent. One of those two 
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participants has followed that plan, while the other has worked full time consistently 

since completing her degree. Regardless of their chosen approach, participants clearly 

desired a fulfilling career and expected work to be a part of their lives. Participant five, 

the youngest, (10 years younger than the average age of participants) said, “I don’t think I 

know any stay-at-home moms. I don’t think I can name one person that is my age that 

stays at home.” 

 All participants clearly desired both career and family to feel fulfilled. Many 

participants explained that they never doubted they could achieve their desired outcome. 

Participant three described her time at home on maternity leave in ways similar to other 

participants:  

I always knew I wanted to work, and I would not want to be a stay-at-home mom. 

That never interested me at all, and then when I had a baby and stayed at home for 

three months and that just cemented the fact that I would never want to be at 

home full time.  

The participants in this study desired the personal satisfaction and growth that comes 

from developing their careers and valued self-development and the independence that is 

achieved through working.  

 The participants were split in regards to following their intended career paths. 

Approximately one-third of the participants are working in the fields they studied in 

college. The others seemed to take a more passive approach and stumbled upon 

professions. Several participants began with specific career plans that were altered either 

by life experiences or through the influence of others. Participant 10 described how she 

considered a career in social services: 
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My sophomore year, I shadowed a caseworker. After shadowing her and talking 

with my professor, my professor said, “I think you are too much of a people 

person that you are going to grow too attached to the people that you are serving 

and you are going to get burned out.” That had a huge influence on my confidence 

in pursing that profession. 

 When the participant discussed the career possibility with her parents, they encouraged 

her to pursue a career in accounting, which would provide greater stability and earning 

potential. These experiences influenced her decision to follow a different path in life; she 

graduated with an accounting degree, and has continuously worked in this industry since 

graduation. Participant eight had pursued a law degree so she could use her knowledge to 

help children in need. After graduation, she did a great deal of guardian ad litem work, 

but the situations she witnessed were so difficult she found she needed to change course. 

She now has a role in government and works on projects far different from projects a 

traditional lawyer works on, but she is happy with the way things have turned out. All 

participants, except one, expressed a level of content in regards to where they were 

professionally. Some participants had expected to hold higher-ranking positions but 

explained that once they had experienced balancing work and family, they made the 

decision to slow or plateau their career progression.  

A common thread that ran through the discussions was the difference between 

how men and women approach career. Women are more likely to consider pulling back 

on their careers if doing so would create a perceived benefit to their families. Many 

participants said that their husbands would never have made some of the career decisions 

that they themselves have made. The participants believed their husbands would put 
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career over family, but not because they care more for their career than they do for their 

family. Instead, they feel the need to provide rather than to be a caregiver. Participant 

nine explained the change in perspective as follows:  

It sucks because when I was younger, I was so ambitious, I thought I was going to 

climb the ladder and I was going to get to the top, and I was going to really make 

these tremendous changes and have this really fantastic life.  

She opted to pull back in her career when the opportunity presented itself and focus more 

time on motherhood. She still works as a consultant, but she admits the decision has 

slowed her career progression tremendously. She is not confident that she can make up 

the experience lost when her children are grown and she can commit more time to work.  

 Several participants discussed how their expectations have evolved over the years. 

They looked back through the eyes of their twenty-something self and explained that the 

expectations they had at that time were not realistic, so the path they have chosen does 

not disappoint them. Participant nine explained: 

I would have expected to be working full time but I didn’t really have a 

conception of what full time looks like for someone who’s forty years old and 

ambitious in their career. I don’t think I would have had that insight. 

Another example was from participant 10, who thought she would stop working as soon 

as she had her first child. She stated, “I thought I would be able to quit and be a stay-at-

home mom because that’s just how it works. So dumb. Obviously life has not worked out 

that way.” 

 The general tone in regards to career is that women are generally satisfied with 

how their career has evolved when they compare their current situation with their earlier 
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expectations. They are willing to adjust their outlook based on how their lives have 

progressed and how they have matured as people. Their values have changed throughout 

the years, so they have adapted other aspects of their lives to match their new desires.  

 Children. All participants planned to have children, and the majority expected to 

continue their career ambitions after having children. Seventy-five percent of the 

participants said that their career influenced the number of children they had. All of those 

participants reported having wanted more children, but knowing that when they 

combined career with family, they would need to limit the number of children they had to 

allow for a successful balance. This experience was true regardless of whether the family 

dynamic was dual earner, dual career, or sole breadwinner. Participant five, the youngest 

participant who just had her first child a year ago, discussed the crossroads she is now 

facing:  

We were planning to have at least two children but now that we are faced with the 

reality of caring for our daughter and balancing our careers, we are not sure that 

two will be realistic. Many of my friends that are the same ages are also thinking 

about only having one child.  

Women are continually making tradeoffs as they navigate through life, and their 

perspective changes through life experiences.  

 Gender roles. Over the past few decades a slow but steady shift has been made 

toward greater equality when it comes to the gender differences that exist in both the 

workplace and at home. The women that participated in the study seemed content with 

the delegation of household responsibilities, despite the fact that when prompted for 

specific examples, married participants clearly had a larger percentage of tasks and cares. 
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Many participants described traditionally female household tasks that their husbands took 

responsibility for completing. Several participants believed that the help they were 

receiving from their spouses was not typical and that many of their friends still owned the 

burden of domestic tasks. Participant nine described her observation of men and their 

involvement with their families as follows: 

None of my male friends want to be less involved with their kids. None of them, 

even if they grew up in a household where dad comes home at 5:00 and mom has 

made him a drink and the house is clean or whatever, none of them expect that 

now. 

 Participants had different perspectives regarding expectations for their spouses 

and how childhood experiences influenced adult decisions. Two participants grew up in 

homes in which their mothers were the breadwinners and their fathers took on more 

traditionally female tasks. These participants seemed to have expectations that their 

homes would be places of shared responsibility crossing traditional gender lines. 

Regardless, all participants had some expectation that their spouses would share in 

childcare and household duties, but they still took ownership over societal expectations of 

them as women. Participant one described this trend as follows:  

I think society perceives that moms should fall within the traditional norms. If 

someone were to come to my house and see a mess, I would take responsibility 

and feel guilty. It is my job to tend to the house and they would place that 

ownership on me as well. I would think the same thing if I went to someone else’s 

house. It’s not right but it’s how we think. 
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 Other participants talked about how women are tough on one another and how women 

hold themselves and other women to unreasonable standards. Participant 10 discussed the 

challenges of social media and how those challenges have added another layer of 

complexity to societal expectations. She described how she has felt overwhelmed in the 

sense that she needs to keep up with what she perceives as amazing lives portrayed on 

Facebook. She described feeling as though everyone is posting and advertising all of their 

successes in life, giving others a skewed view of reality. She knows there is another side 

to all these posts and pictures, but she has caught herself rushing out to take her family to 

some sort of experience to keep up with others. Other women shared her sentiment that 

their lives are so busy and scheduled they wonder whether it is all worth it. This 

mentality seems to be driven by women far more than men.  

 Many participants discussed that men take personal time and are willing to pull 

this time from their family time without guilt. Participant nine stated, “I think men have 

always been good at carving out their needed space. They’ve always been unapologetic 

about it.” She went on to explain that this is much more difficult for women to do, that 

many of the tasks they are responsible for are routine and scheduled; therefore, it is 

harder for women to take this time without guilt. It seems instead of asking for help, 

women persevere while accepting limited personal time.  

Life influences. Throughout life, individuals are influenced by the world around 

them. Some of the most significant influences are linked closely to a person’s immediate 

community. The social norms and expectations that are characteristic of geographical 

location, parents, friends, experiences, and educational models shape a person’s thoughts 

and reactions to situations as one continues through life. People use those experiences 
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often subconsciously in response to situations as well as during decision-making. During 

the interviews, the influence of parents emerged as key factors in decision-making and on 

their parenting style today.  

 The majority of participants responded strongly when asked on the questionnaire 

about the amount of time they spent with their children compared to the time their parents 

had spent with them when they were growing up. During the interviews, the general 

theme was that in the era in which the participants grew up, parents were less engaged in 

the day-to-day lives of their children than parents are today. Despite the lower amount of 

time, and regardless whether participants’ parents were passive or directive in their 

approach to parenting, participants’ career and life decisions were clearly influenced by 

their parents. Approximately one-third of the participants discussed the high expectations 

their parents had for them in regards to education and performing well in school. Many 

talked about how bringing home grades lower than As was simply unacceptable. 

Participant two grew up in a third-world country and attended boarding school. She said, 

“My dad was so strict that if you got a B, you failed.” Participant three also talked about 

the pressure to continually perform well in school: 

We were always pushed really hard to get really good grades. If you got an A, 

‘why didn’t you get an A plus?’ If you got an A minus, ‘why didn’t you get an 

A?’ God forbid we would get a B. That was like, ‘what’s wrong with you?’ kind 

of thing.  

Many participants talked about the challenges and frustrations they felt growing up in a 

home with high expectations, but when asked about their expectations for their own 

children, they described similar high standards. In contrast, other participants described 
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less intense levels of expectations from their parents in regards to academic performance 

and college attendance. Interestingly, when these participants described their expectations 

of their children, the responses were much more passive than were the responses of those 

that had grown up in homes with more intense expectations.  

 Several participants described how their parents influenced their career choices 

when the participants had been leaning in different directions. Participant four described 

what she believed to be her mother’s unintentionally limiting phrasing. She gave the 

example, “If I came out and said, ‘I want to be a doctor,’ my mother would respond, ‘Oh 

you can’t be a doctor.’” She explained that her father was much more encouraging and 

told her that she could be what she wanted and that she would figure it out.  

 Participants’ parental influences continued post higher education in regards to 

children and how they would be cared for with two working parents. When participant 

nine was growing up, she had a mother who was very career-focused and who had the 

same expectations of her daughter. The participant’s mother had made a significant 

financial investment in sending her daughter to an elite private women’s college and 

wanted the participant to share with her the career-focused vision that she valued. The 

participant explained, “I think she looks at it as, ‘We had invested so much in you, and 

this is a pretty terrible return on investment.’ She won’t say that out loud but she is not 

super subtle about her subtext.” The participant explained that her mother even offered to 

relocate and care for her children so the participant could more aggressively pursue 

career goals. In contrast, two other participants discussed that although they were 

expected to attend college, when they had children their mothers assumed the participants 

could quit their jobs to stay at home.  
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 Participants talked about numerous ways related to career and family that their 

parents influenced their choices. Some participants desired more than what their parents 

had achieved, and this was the driving force behind their self-determination to achieve 

their personal goals. Other participants were pressured by their parents to conform to 

societal norms or select conservative career paths with a stronger perceived route to 

success. Either way, participants’ parental influences shaped who the participants are 

today and the choices they are making as adults.  

 In addition to parental influences, participants described societal pressures to be 

engaged and involved parents. Several participants described the pressure they feel from 

the community in which they live. Participants that lived in affluent communities were 

pressured to keep pace with their neighbors in regards to homes, cars, vacations, etc. 

They also described the over-scheduled lives that people in their communities live and 

how busy these people keep their children. Participants explained that they make 

decisions to participate in, or have their children participant in, various activities despite 

how little downtime they have as a family. Participant 10 described the situation as 

follows:  

There are families who seem to get everything accomplished, beautiful home, 

career, volunteerism, and their kids in tons of activities. I feel like I am constantly 

trying to prove that I can do it all too, but I am tired. I question whether this is 

truly what I want but feel trapped to ever escape our hectic lives. It seems to give 

people bragging rights about how busy they are throughout the week. I know this 

is crazy but I continue to play the game.  
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Many participants shared this sentiment, because of their desire to give their children 

what they perceived as the best lives and prepare them for adulthood.  

 Several survey questions sought to capture participants’ levels of satisfaction as it 

relates to both career and family. Participants were asked to rate various statements on a 

five-point Likert scale. When asked, I am satisfied with my career progression, average 

responses were four or agree. Many participants talked about how they had intentionally 

plateaued their careers or made choices that would benefit their families versus career 

progression. These decision-making factors did not have a significant influence on their 

level of satisfaction. The second question relating to their level of satisfaction asked, I am 

very satisfied with my performance as a mother. The average response rate was 3.5, 

midway between neutral and agree.  

 Participants seemed generally satisfied with the current state of their lives. During 

the interviews, they were asked whether life had turned out as expected. Many 

participants shared it had turned out better than expected, while others said it did not turn 

out at all as expected but that they were happy with the unanticipated twists and turns. 

Regardless of their responses, all participants expressed satisfaction with their chosen 

paths and the outcomes that had been realized. No level of regret appeared to exist 

regarding decisions that were made affecting their career progression. In regards to 

family, nine of the 12 participants responded that their careers influenced the number of 

children they have. During the interviews, several participants expressed that they wanted 

more children but knew it was not possible to have both careers and more children. This 

was a point of disappointment, but all of the participants wanted both career and family, 

so once again they were content with the decisions and tradeoffs they had made. Based 
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on the responses from participants for this study, women recognized and were 

comfortable with the self-imposed limitations they opted for in regards to career and 

family and were satisfied with their achievements thus far.  

Theme Two: Being a Successful Mother Trumps Personal Goals  

 Societal expectations. The decisions women made could be linked directly to the 

societal expectations they experienced. All participants agreed that they play a much 

more active role in the lives of their children than their parents did when they were 

growing up, not in the sense that their parents were unavailable, but in the sense that their 

parents took a more passive approach to parenting and allowed their children a greater 

level of independence than the participants do. The participants felt pressure to engage in 

intensive or extensive mothering practices and this feeling seemed to influence the 

number of children participants believed they could care for while still fulfilling 

obligations at work. Two survey questions touched on this theme. The responses are 

listed below in Tables 4 and 5.  

 

Table 4  

Parent Engagement Comparison 

Question: I spend more time engaged in parenting activities than my parents when they 
raised me. 
 

Response # Participants 
Strongly Agree 3 
Agree 5 
Neutral 3 
Disagree 0 
Strongly Disagree 1 
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Table 5 

Parent Guidance and Involvement  

Question: As a parent, I am actively involved in guiding my child(ren) through all aspects 
of their lives.  
 

Response # Participants 
Strongly Agree 6 
Agree 4 
Neutral 2 
Disagree 0 
Strongly Disagree 0 
   

Women hold themselves accountable for meeting the traditional societal expectations of 

women as caretakers who bear greater responsibilities than men as it relates to caring for 

children and domestic household responsibilities (Eccles, 1987; Groysberg & Abrahams, 

2014). Participant nine talked about how a woman’s children are a direct reflection of 

how well she is doing as a parent. During the interview she stated, “We are supposed to 

be the caretakers, and if we don’t meet society’s expectations, somehow we have failed 

as women.”  

 Many participants seemed conflicted and somewhat overwhelmed by their level 

of involvement due to their parenting style. Many participants talked about how passive 

their parents were and how that parenting style had helped them to build independence, 

confidence, and decision-making skills. At the same time, many participants felt 

compelled to adapt to the intensive or extensive parenting style because of societal 

pressure and struggled to withdraw from this approach. Participants feared that if their 

children lacked adult intervention, they would not remain competitive with their peers. 

Participant 10 described how she caught herself comparing her approach and family to 

others and felt she was constantly trying to keep up with other parents. The intensive or 
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extensive style allows greater control over various outcomes, allowing women to keep up 

with others and be perceived as successful parents. 

 Caretaker. A theme that dominated many of the discussions was that the 

participants took ownership over being the caretakers for their families. They discussed 

the emotional support that their children needed and how, as women, they seemed better 

suited to meet the needs of their children than their husbands or partners. Participant one 

discussed the continued emotional and financial support she provides her adult son. She 

said, “He actually needs his mom to guide him into adult responsibility. He hasn’t gotten 

there yet. My goal is to get him to where he needs to be as an adult and move out on his 

own for the first time this fall.” She took ownership over her 21-year-old son, and it was 

her goal rather than her son’s goal.  

 Participant two talked about the guilt she experienced if she engaged in personal 

activities that took time away from her caregiver role. She stated, “I feel like if I take 

time to go the gym, it is taking time away that I could spend with my children. It’s 

difficult knowing that they could use that time with me.” She also talked about how when 

her children were younger her mother had made her feel guilty about working. The 

participant’s mother had told her she was neglecting her children by taking them to 

daycare. The participant then made a decision to take odd jobs in the evening and 

overnight so her husband could care for the children in the evening and she could be with 

them during the day. She waited until they were in school to seek employment in her 

chosen profession.  

 Each participant took a different path as she navigated the obstacles of both career 

and family, but all participants claimed the role of caretaker in various forms. The need to 
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nurture and care for their children was important to them, and their willingness to make 

changes in other areas of their life to fulfill this obligation was prevalent.  

 Responsibility delegation. The population of participants represented a variety of 

family structures. Participants were either divorced, married, or cohabitating and from an 

economic status there were sole breadwinners, dual income and dual career households. 

All of the participants fell within the Generation X era, with one born at the very end of 

the timeframe defining that generation. The participants that were divorced took on all 

responsibilities for their households and seemed comfortable with their arrangements. 

Participant one talked about how she feels she has more free time now that she is 

divorced. She explained, “Life got easier when I divorced. My house stays cleaner, and I 

no longer feel that I am caring for my husband. I definitely feel like I spend less time on 

household responsibilities despite the fact that I am doing everything now.”  

 The youngest participant also seemed very content with how responsibilities are 

delegated. She has been in a relationship with her significant other for nine years, and 

they have a daughter together. She explained that all responsibilities are shared, including 

domestic tasks and childcare. She said, “I think we are a little more progressive than 

some couples. We are not as traditional in our approach.” She did go on to explain that 

she and her significant other gravitate to their own personal strengths, which may or may 

not fall within gender norms.  

 The participants that had a more traditional family structure expressed greater 

variance in how duties were shared. These participants gave examples of how their 

partners performed nontraditional tasks, such as cooking and cleaning, but many 

participants described the need to prompt or encourage their partners to complete these 
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activities. Participant three explained that her husband arrives home first, so it is his 

responsibility to prepare dinner. She explained: 

He does the dinner, most of the time. He cooks it. He does not plan it. He does not 

buy the groceries. I have to be the one to prompt those conversations… Which it 

would be nice if he just did it, and I didn’t have to think about it.  

In contrast, other participants admitted that at times their partners took on more of the 

household responsibilities. The outcome was mixed overall within this segment of 

participants. They all seemed appreciative of the support they received, but the 

expectations of the participants were very different. Some were content with imbalance, 

while others were not.  

 Parenting style. In interviews, the participants were asked to describe their 

parenting style. The responses ranged from extremely directive to more passive. 

Regardless of their style, the overwhelming majority of participants indicated that they 

took an active interest in their children’s lives and provided guidance to support a 

successful future. For several participants, the child’s gender seemed to influence the 

approach to parenting. Participants with daughters indicated higher expectations and a 

stronger level of accountability than participants with sons. When participants had both 

daughters and sons, participants often had lower expectations of the sons, and they 

consistently described their daughters as self-motivated and more capable of independent 

success. Participant two explained that she treats her sons and daughters differently in 

regards to accountability to household chores. She explained:  

If I ask my son to unload the dishwasher, he will not do it, and I will not push it 

because when he does, it is annoying. He doesn’t put things where I need them to 
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be, so my expectations of him are lowered. When it comes to my daughters, I hold 

them accountable and expect tasks to be done correctly.  

Some of the participants indicated a focused approach to parenting. During the interview 

with participant nine she described this approach as follows:  

I keep everyone on a short leash; I am not as flexible, probably, as I should be. I 

would say that I have these principles, so I will let these principles override what 

probably other people would consider appropriate behavior. 

She clearly had specific expectations of her children and held them accountable for 

success as it relates both to their personal growth and their education. She has both a son 

and a daughter and she recognized the differences in their personalities, learning styles, 

and interests. She expects that both of her children will attend college, and she is 

cognizant of providing a strong academic environment as well as cultural experiences 

that will prepare them to achieve success in their chosen professions. She explained that 

specific colleges will be on the approved list for her children and that only those colleges 

will be parent-funded.  

 Many participants expressed their belief that they may be too involved or 

controlling as it relates to their children. They recognized that their parents were much 

more passive in their approach, but the participants felt their more direct approach was 

necessary for their children to compete in the world today. As a contributing factor to 

their approach, participants cited the over sharing of personal information through social 

media outlets. They clearly took ownership over their children’s future and saw their 

accomplishments or lack thereof as a direct reflection of their parenting abilities. The 
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majority of the participants expected their children to attend higher education and was 

supportive of their children’s personal pursuits.  

 In contrast to participants that described a more direct approach to parenting, 

some participants described their role as more supportive in nature. These participants 

wanted to guide their children to be successful but did not necessarily provide a step-by-

step approach to doing so. These parents provided opportunities for their children to be 

successful but wanted them to succeed through self-discovery. Participant seven 

described her parenting style as follows:  

I just try to support them as best I can, and not be an overly helicopter parent, 

looking over them. Just kind of being there, not as a friend, but just someone to 

kind of help guide them. I would just say, I would describe it as being a 

supportive parent who wants them to make their own mistakes and learn from 

them. 

 Regardless of the participants’ parenting style, it was evident that all of the 

participants wanted to see their children succeed and believed that as parents they played 

a role in that process. Several participants talked about how they hoped to be a role model 

for their children. Many participants had gone back to school to further their education 

while being a parent and a full-time employee. They hoped that this had a positive 

influence on their children who were able to witness firsthand their parents’ commitment 

to personal development and the way to achieve their goals through determination and 

discipline. Participant nine explained a slightly different perspective in that she holds a 

master’s degree and had once aggressively pursued her career. She opted to restrain her 

ambition and do consulting work, which gave her greater flexibility while her children 
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were young. She has a very directive parenting style and worries about how her actions 

conflict with her message: 

I worry a lot about the example that I set for my kids. Thirty years from now will 

they look back and question… ‘Why didn’t my mom do more? Why didn’t she try 

harder at work?’ or ‘She’s always on my case to try hard. Why didn’t she try 

hard?’ 

 Like many aspects of life, parenting is something that women are navigating 

through varied approaches, but the anticipated outcomes are quite similar. They want to 

see their children succeed in life and they take personal responsibility for the outcome. 

They also want their children to feel supported and to look back on their childhoods 

feeling their parents had their children’s best interests at heart.  

 Personal time. The survey included a section asking participants to estimate the 

allocation of hours in their day. The results in Table 6 represent the average hours the 

respondents spent on various daily activities. The definition of personal time was left to 

the participant’s discretion, so many participants included grooming in their personal 

time.  

 

Table 6  

Daily Time Allocations 

Activity Average Hours 
Working 8.5 
Commuting 1.21 
Sleeping 7.38 
Caring for home and family 4.33 
Personal time 
Other activities 

1.5 
1.08 
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One topic that emerged from the interviews was the challenge participants faced 

to find uninterrupted personal time. Several participants shared that throughout their day, 

their personal time was limited to any time they could claim while at work. Many talked 

about the time they spent on commuter trains as their only available time to engage in 

activities of personal interest. They read books, worked on assignments for degrees they 

were pursuing, or simply took time to reflect. Participant two explained that she arrived 

twenty minutes early to work every day, so she could sit peacefully in the atrium of her 

building and have time to herself. Several others talked about scheduling 30 minutes on 

their work calendar to take a walk to get both exercise and personal time. Many 

participants explained that this time was nearly impossible to find once they were home 

with their families. They said the schedules and needs of children were too demanding to 

take this time without feeling selfish.  

Many participants have realized that they do not necessarily need to wait at all of 

their children’s activities, and they use this time to catch up on other things. These other 

things were not always described as personal activities but rather as other responsibilities. 

A clear pattern emerged of achieving goals or taking personal time without upsetting the 

family dynamic. In talking about her personal ambitions, participant four said, “A part of 

me would love to go to graduate school, if I could find the time without taking anything 

away from my family.” Other participants echoed this theme, including participants who 

were divorced and could only find personal time when their children were with their 

fathers. Some participants would sacrifice sleep and get up before the family did to find 

time. These participants recognized that there were opportunities to scale back in extra 

curricular activities, but they wanted to provide experiences that would enrich the lives of 



 HAVING IT ALL FOR WORKING PROFESSIONAL MOTHERS 86 

their children. Participant eight explained, “I don’t have to take on all these extra things 

but I want to. I want my daughter to have these experiences and activities to make her life 

a little richer.” The desire to be successful at work and home was clear and participants 

were willing to sacrifice personal time and sleep to accomplish the things they deemed 

important.  

 In discussions with the participants, an evident pressure was felt for them to be 

super moms. Not all participants engaged in intensive or extensive parenting styles, but 

their desired outcomes were very similar. They took active roles in their children’s lives 

and were willing to make personal sacrifices to maintain harmony in their home lives. 

Most participants seemed to have partners who assisted with responsibilities, and they 

appeared to feel content with their arrangements. However, participants had very little 

personal time, which is a matter of concern because they could become burned out due to 

their hectic pace. Participant nine, who has scaled back her career and controls her 

schedule by doing consulting work, explained that if her job was not part time she would 

be doubtful she could manage her personal interests. She said, “Something would have to 

give and probably what would end up giving are my personal interests and then I think I 

would get very resentful, trapped, and angry.” 

Theme Three: Having it All in the Literal Sense is Not Possible  
 
 Motherhood and career. The participants in this study revealed the many paths 

that a woman can take when opting for both motherhood and a career. The population of 

participants was diverse and reflected the diverse values and desires that exist among 

women. Participants were asked to think back to their younger selves and reflect on 

whether they expected to have both career and family. All participants answered 
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positively to both, but many admitted that they did not have the foresight to anticipate the 

challenges they would need to overcome and sacrifices they would need to make to 

balance the conflicting demands of both. On the survey, nine of the 12 participants 

answered favorably when asked whether their career influenced the number of children 

they have. They expressed a desire to have more children, but they knew doing so would 

make balancing a career too challenging. In regards to career, they also recognized 

concessions they made. Table 7 provides survey responses in regards to turning down 

promotional opportunities, because such opportunities would cause too much conflict 

with work and home life balance.  

Table 7  

Promotional Opportunities Turned Down  

Question: I have turned down promotional opportunities because it would create too 
much conflict with life and work balance. 
 

Response # Participants  
Strongly Agree 3 
Agree 3 
Neutral 5 
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 

1 
0 

 

 Participant eight explained that she chose not to yield in her career trajectory but 

to seize the opportunities that were offered. This caused her husband to be the one to turn 

down opportunities. She explained that her husband was equally talented and she wished 

she had allowed him time to pursue his goals more aggressively. She explained:  

One of the reasons that we decided that one child was going to be where we 

would stop is because he felt the pressure of being in charge and independent with 
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a little girl. It was overwhelming him and so time went on, and eventually it was 

too late for more children. 

 In contrast, participant seven explained that she was working in finance prior to 

the arrival of her first child. She explained that her career was being fast tracked and she 

was on target to move into a C-suite position. When her son was born she took a step 

back and said, “Whoa this is great, I keep getting promoted, I keep getting all these new 

jobs, but I don’t get to see my son.” She decided to leave the industry and pursue a career 

that would provide her with greater work and life balance.  

 Participant five was the youngest participant and had had her first child about a 

year ago. Prior to having her daughter, she had pursued her career aspirations and had 

moved several times throughout the country for promotional opportunities. She works as 

a buyer in retail merchandising, and the job is very demanding of her time. She recently 

left a company in which she was on track for continued promotions because she quickly 

realized that the travel requirements were impossible as a new mother. In her new 

organization, she has experienced the industry’s opposition to mothers in her profession. 

She explained that all of the merchants with children have been moved to the 

organization’s children’s division. She had previously worked in women’s fashion, but 

the industry wants those merchants to be young and childless. She explained that 

organizations want their buyers to be available all hours of the night and to be able to 

travel with little notice, but this is not realistic for most working mothers. She was 

recently contacted by a recruiter for a great opportunity, but she explained: “Before 

having my daughter I would have talked with them further and seriously explored the 
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opportunity. I know this would never work now, so I turned down any additional 

meetings.” 

 The variations in stories continued as additional participants were interviewed. 

Many participants had either pulled back in their careers once they had children or 

decided on a particular level they would reach and then intentionally plateaued their 

careers. Many participants believed a breaking point existed, and that if they surpassed 

that level in leadership, they would disrupt the balance between work and family. They 

did not think they would be as available and present in their children’s lives as they 

desired to be. For all of these participants, both career and family were important, but at a 

certain point, family trumped career. Ultimately, many right ways exist to manage both 

career and motherhood, and each woman is challenged with defining what is important in 

her life and calculating a balance that will allow her to meet her personal goals.  

 Work and life balance. A contrast existed between two of the survey questions 

relating to work and life balance. The majority of married participants believed that the 

responsibilities of caring for home and children were shared equally between themselves 

and their spouses. When asked whether their partners experienced challenges with work 

and life balance, the average participant disagreed with that statement. Nine participants 

were either married or in a long-term relationship, and their responses to this question are 

reflected in Table 8. In Table 9, the responses related to personal challenges indicate 

feelings of inequality.  
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Table 8  

Work and Life Balance for Spouse/Partner  

Question: My spouse/partner experiences challenges with work/life balance. 

Response # Participants  
Strongly Agree 1 
Agree 0 
Neutral 2 
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 

6 
0 

Table 9  

Difficulty Balancing Work and Life for Participant  

Question: It is difficult to balance the conflicting demands that occur in my life. 

Response # Participants  
Strongly Agree 3 
Agree 3 
Neutral 4 
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 

2 
0 

 

 Many participants explained that they have improved at managing work and life 

balance over the years. Some of the improvement has come through an evolved sense of 

what they value and are therefore willing to make tradeoffs to create as much balance as 

possible. Most participants were established in their chosen professions and described the 

value they add to organizations. Through this confidence in themselves, they are willing 

to set stricter boundaries with their time at work. In regards to children, many participants 

have relaxed to some degree with their parenting approach. They have learned to be more 

accepting of the idea of leaning on others for support. Participant 10 explained that a few 

years ago she and her husband added a nanny to their lives as the stress of two working 

parents and three children became too much to handle. She explained how much this 
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change has improved the family dynamic and decreased the stress for everyone involved. 

She has also grown more accepting of not being present at all of her children’s events. 

She said, “I can only be stretched so far. If I want my son in the soccer program, he’s 

going to have to do it on Friday mornings and someone else will have to get him there.” 

 A clear reoccurring theme could be seen in regards to the boundaries that 

participants set to balance both career and family. Many participants explained that they 

were only willing to take on a certain amount of responsibility at work and have 

intentionally plateaued their careers. Several participants explained that additional 

responsibility that would come with any promotion would create too much imbalance in 

their lives, and they were not willing to give more to their careers if it meant less time 

with their families. Most participants were dependent on the help of others to care for 

certain aspects of their home lives but felt they had reached their limit in how many tasks 

they were willing to outsource in regards to family.  

 The survey asked about how well employers supported work and life balance for 

their employees. The participants all responded favorably to the programs that were 

available and believed their organizations were creating an environment of flexibility. 

Participants did often comment on how pockets within organizations struggled with the 

use of such programs based on the leadership. These participants explained that many 

leaders set the tone as to whether such balance was culturally acceptable. Participant four 

explained that she had worked for a manager who had grown children and worked very 

long hours. This manager never used flexible work arrangements and created a subculture 

in which the staff feared using the programs. The participant later transitioned to another 

manager who had children and encouraged using flexible work arrangements. He used 
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the program himself, making it safe for everyone else to leverage the program as a 

resource for work and life balance.  

 Overall, participants seemed accepting of the challenges presented by work and 

life balance. At times they felt overwhelmed by their lives, but the experience they have 

gained over the years has allowed them to develop coping strategies. They all seemed to 

agree that in the early years of family and career the struggles were far greater as they 

tried to do everything on their own. They have matured in their approaches, have decided 

what they value, and allocate their resources accordingly.  

Feeling guilty about work. Many participants struggled with feelings of guilt as 

it related to their careers and the time it takes away from their children. They expressed 

the desire to have more time to spend with their children and be more available to them. 

Many participants talked about how their perceptions changed once they had children and 

how the career trajectory they had desired in their younger years seemed less important. 

The internal push-and-pull battle was evident because they expressed feelings of guilt yet 

also explained the benefits of leading a balanced life to both themselves and their 

children. All participants took the responsibility of parenthood very seriously. Participant 

nine explained, “There is another senior brand manager who can do probably just as good 

a job as I can do; the exact same way I would do it. I’m not irreplaceable. But for these 

two children, I am.” The participants did not want their children to feel neglected in any 

way because of the participants’ career commitments.  

 Participants all recognized the opportunities to use resources for work and life 

balance, and many were employing these methods to assist in mitigating some of their 

guilt. Many participants used childcare or nanny services, negotiated the ability to work 
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from home part time, or had selected employers that allowed for greater control over their 

schedules. Those coping strategies aided in work and life balance, but a strong desire to 

be present and in the moment remained. Participant four was the primary breadwinner in 

her family, and her husband has stayed at home with the children since they were born. 

This arrangement has allowed her to be available to her employer as much as needed and 

truly focus her energies on career growth. She explained that early in her career she 

would consistently work long hours and felt pressure to be successful because she was 

the sole source of income for her family. She explained that she is envious of her 

husband’s involvement with the daily activities. Her husband is very connected with their 

children’s school and extracurricular communities, and she always saw herself as the one 

who would be playing that role. She has struggled with the guilt of not always being at 

her children’s activities and has recently been focused on creating greater balance. She 

said she keeps a stricter work schedule now and is more disciplined with her time. 

 Participant 10 explained that she places more guilt on herself than her children do. 

She talked about how she is cognizant of the ways she tries to overcompensate for her 

absence. She explained, “Sometimes I catch myself peppering them with questions. 

That’s only because I feel guilty that I’m not there.” She went on to talk about how she 

reflects on the factors that are actually causing her to feel guilty about work. She has 

three children, and she feels she is getting better at recognizing when it is truly important 

for her to be available to her children. She often questions whether the guilt is over 

perceived perceptions from others on her as a parent or what her child may truly be 

experiencing.  
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All participants expressed feelings of guilt, but the level of guilt varied. The 

youngest participant, who was a new mom, seemed to have very strong feelings and was 

struggling to find a balance she could accept. She described her best days as follows:  

I feel like I would like more time with my daughter. The days I have it all are the 

days that I get to leave work super early and then I get to spend time with her. 

Those are the days that are the best days to me.  

The participants that had older children seemed more at peace with the ability to find 

balance and could better recognize the needs of both themselves and their children, and, 

although these feelings did not completely eliminate the feelings of guilt, they helped to 

reduce those emotions. Feelings of guilt have clearly influenced the choices participants 

have made throughout the years as those choices relate to their careers and their need to 

put their families first.  

Family first. A strong theme that emerged from the data was the participants’ 

desire to put their families above their career aspirations. For many participants their 

career was clearly not limited by their abilities, experiences, or gender but by their own 

choice. Many participants talked about significant choices they made throughout their 

careers that affected their career trajectories. They expressed no regret in their decisions, 

and their choices were clearly deliberate.  

 Participant six explained that she had had children shortly after completing her 

undergraduate degree. She knew immediately that she would stay home with her children 

until they were school age. Once she was able to return to work, she was selective in her 

job choice. It was important to her to still be available to her children. She described her 

decision-making: 
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I guess for me I want to be challenged in a career, I want to be proud of what I am 

doing and succeeding in it that way. However, never to the point where I am not 

able to make my kids my first priority, a majority of the time.  

She went on to explain that being available to her children was extremely important to 

her and she would never give that up to further her career.  

 Many other participants shared the sentiment that their children would come 

before any career opportunities. Participant 10 said that she has passed on a promotion 

three years in a row because she does not want the commitment that would be expected 

of her at the next level. Other participants described how they changed careers or even 

relocated to other companies that had less demanding roles but similar required 

knowledge to create better balance. Participant nine explained that she had been the 

primary breadwinner for her family for the first 10 years of her marriage. When her 

husband started a job that no longer required her to work, she decided to pull back in her 

career and be available for her children. She still works as an independent consultant but 

is in total control over the hours and projects that she accepts.  

 One participant took a slightly different strategy in managing work and life 

balance. Participant eight explained that she pursued her career goals and seized 

promotional opportunities. When her daughter was born, it was her husband who pulled 

back in his career. As a couple, they made the decision that they would stop at one child. 

She explained that having one child was the only way they could manage two careers and 

be available and present for their daughter. Participant eight and her husband are very 

active in their daughter’s life, and giving her opportunities to grow and develop is 
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extremely important to them. Participant eight explained that this can be challenging, but 

that she is willing to sacrifice personal time to balance both career and family.  

 Participants cited other examples that demonstrated their personal commitment to 

their families. Many participants found it difficult to make personal time for themselves 

unless their family was occupied with other activities. Many participants described taking 

time at work or while commuting to engage in personal interests. This strategy seemed to 

be a common coping method to meet all of the participants’ conflicting demands. 

Participant nine commented, “The thing is that I think that more men are willing to take 

their personal time from family time, and I can’t because if I take my personal time from 

my family time, then how do my children eat?” All participants were clear that family 

was their first priority, and they employed different methods to be sure the needs of their 

family were met.  

 In some instances, some participants indicated that their decisions were very 

logic-based and that they were not risk-takers as it relates to career. These participants 

have remained in jobs or professions because of the financial stability it provides their 

families, despite the fact that they would like to explore other opportunities. Participant 

five explained that she entered the workforce right before the financial crisis in 2009 and 

the ways that this event has influenced her decision-making. She explained that she and 

most of her friends fear that a similar financial crisis could happen again; therefore, they 

make conservative decisions to ensure the financial safety of their families. She explained 

that this fear heightened once she had her daughter. Organizations must understand the 

mindset of the workforce today and how they prioritize their values. 
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Employers and work-life balance. Based on participant responses, most 

employers are creating environments that are conducive to achieving work and life 

balance for less senior level positions. Many participants commented on how important it 

is for leaders to support and use the programs. Participant four explained: “Everybody 

follows what the person above them is doing. If the person above you is a workaholic and 

is here until 8:00 every night, it gets a little bit difficult to use the flexible options.” Many 

participants were able to work from home either part or full time and this seemed to 

reduce some of the maternal guilt they felt about working full time.  

 Many participants were in leadership roles and recognized the importance of 

being flexible with their staff. These participants were aware of the challenges and 

wanted to create a safe environment to use the company-sponsored programs. They knew 

that their staff needed to see them model flexibility for the programs to be successful. 

Several participants made reference to the fact that flexibility has become easier as they 

have gotten older. They are more cognizant of what really matters, what is important 

throughout their workdays, and what can wait. Participant eight explained:  

I am definitely flexible with my team because I understand there are those things 

that only happen once in a lifetime. You don’t want to miss them because of 

something at work that was not nearly as important.  

Many participants echoed this sentiment in that, as leaders of organizations, they 

recognize the importance of family and how the company benefits from employees that 

feel supported in balancing their lives.  

Having it all. At the heart of this research study was the desire to understand how 

women felt about the probability of having it all and how they defined the phenomenon. 
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During the interview, participants were asked if they had achieved having it all and how 

they defined or measured their success. Many participants responded initially with 

laughter and a simple no. The participants all desired both career and family but knew 

limitations would need to occur to achieve some level of balance. The number of children 

would need to be limited and how far they took their career would need to plateau at 

some point. Each participant had a slightly different point at which they needed to slow 

or halt their career trajectory based on the number of children they had and the support 

they were receiving. Being available and engaged in their children’s lives was important, 

as were limits on what they were willing to allow others to do on their behalf. Participant 

nine explained:  

It sucks because I have all these professional ambitions and I can’t realize them. 

It’s terrible but I have made peace with the fact that there is just only so far I can 

climb and have what I consider a life worth living. 

 Most participants were stumped when asked how they would define having it all. 

Many participants agreed that the definition changed from person to person. They 

explained that what it means for them is different than what it means for other women, 

and that one shared definition is not possible to attain. Other participants explained that 

their definition of having it all has evolved over the years as they have matured. These 

participants said as their values have changed, the importance of certain aspects of their 

lives has followed suit. Several participants felt very strongly about the fact that having it 

all does not exist. Participant three stated, “I don’t think having it all exists. I don’t think 

anyone has it all, to be honest. Regardless of your gender, how much money you have, I 

just don’t think it exists.” Participant 10 commented on how ambiguous the state of 
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having it all is for women. She said, “What is ‘all;’ it’s different things to different people 

so I guess it’s whatever you want all to be.” 

 Many participants described the conflicting priorities as challenging and said that 

achieving success simultaneously in a career and in family life for sustained periods of 

time is nearly impossible. Participant eight explained that career and family create a 

push-and-pull environment, and one component is always getting less of her attention. 

She described this situation as a tradeoff and said she keeps things going but something is 

always being a bit cheated.  

 The general consensus for participants was that women should not judge other 

women on how they define or structure their lives. One woman could look at another 

woman and pass judgment based on her own personal standards, but that is simply not an 

objective viewpoint. Some women may be willing to push their careers forward more 

aggressively and allow others to assist with the care of their homes and families, while 

others desire those domestic opportunities and pull back in their careers. The participants 

in this study clearly indicated the point in their careers at which they needed to slow the 

trajectory to allow time with their children. That point was slightly different for each 

person, but none of the participants desired senior executive positions while they were 

raising their children.  

 Nearly three decades have passed since the phenomenon of having it all was first 

introduced by Helen Gurley Brown. Since then, women have made significant strides in 

career and education, but this phrase, which has been reintroduced into pop culture on 

several occasions, has continued to struggle to gain the support of the large population of 

women. The working mothers in this study did not seem too worried about having it all in 
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that they have adjusted their expectations to have what is realistic and have found 

contentment and happiness with the lives they are living.  

Analysis and Synthesis of Findings 

 The women that participated in this study provided detailed insight into the 

challenges that working mothers face and the resources they are using to effectively 

balance both work and life. Figure 1 provides a summary of the key findings. 

 

 

Figure 1. Summary of themes and key findings.  

Summary 

 This research study sought advanced knowledge on three key questions related to 

the phenomenon of having it all and whether this socially popularized phrase had any 

influence on working professional mothers today. The three key areas included (a) the 

degree of satisfaction women have with what they have achieved thus far, (b) the level of 

Managing both 
career and family 

is possible but 
tradeoffs are 

inevitable.

• All participants planned and desired both career and 
family.

• Gender differences were highlighted and women make 
different choices than men in regards to career and 
family. 

Being a sucessful 
mother trumps 
personal goals.

• Women feel pressure to meet traditional societal 
expectations.

• Women connect with the role of caretaker.
• Responsibility delegation is expected at varying degrees. 
• Parenting style can be influenced by outside factors.

Having it all in 
the literal sense is 

not possible.

• Motherhood and career operate in conflict.
• Work and life balance is challenging.
• Feeling guilty about work is common.
• Women will make personal sacrifices to benefit family 

harmony.
• Having it all must be personally defined.
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pressure that mothers feel to engage in intensive/extensive parenting methods, and (c) the 

ways women today define having it all and the ways they thrive.  

The findings of this research revealed that working professional mothers feel 

pressure to conform to societal norms and expectations. A woman’s life experiences and 

her culture influence her approach as she navigates the demands of both motherhood and 

career. The broad and generalized statement of having it all is not one that seems relevant 

to this study’s participants, who have evolved as individuals and prioritize those things 

that they value and find important in their lives. The participants clearly desire both 

career and family but require the ability to pull or push as needed to accommodate 

conflicting demands. All participants play a role in shaping and defining the modern 

working mother and recognize that many paths lead to success.  

 The participants provided examples from their lives and allowed the discovery of 

several answers related to the research questions. Participants explained that both career 

and family are important and that choices along the way have affected both aspects of 

their lives to allow for balance. Participants also explained that society, their 

communities, and their families were outside influencers who played into decisions they 

have made throughout their lives. These influences could include their obligations to 

meet societal norms as women, their approaches to parenting, or their service in the roles 

of caretakers. The participants were candid with the challenges they faced at different 

stages throughout their lives and explained that when at a crossroads, family will take 

priority. Participants believed that balancing work and family was tough but that 

employers were making progress in modernizing workplaces to accommodate the 

changing families’ needs. Most participants agreed that having it all was ambiguous and 
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unrealistic, but that one could discover what was important to oneself and pursue one’s 

own definition of success.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Introduction 

 In the past four decades, the United States has witnessed a surge in women in the 

workforce. The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2014a) reported that, in 1975, 47.7% of 

mothers with children under the age of 18 have participated in the workforce and that this 

percentage has risen to 70.3% in 2013. According to the Pew Research Center (2013), 

38% of women between the ages of 25–32 have completed a four-year college degree 

compared to 31% of men in the same age group. Working mothers have developed into 

valuable leaders in organizations across the United States. Organizations are facing the 

challenge of working mothers who are opting to intentionally plateau their careers to 

protect the time they have available to serve as caretakers for their families. Women 

value both career and family, but they must balance the conflicting demands of work and 

motherhood, and often they will push their career trajectories only to points they believe 

are manageable with their personal obligations.  

A significant challenge for organizations is the aging workforce and the steady 

flow of individuals that are opting for retirement. Organizations have begun to experience 

the exit of baby-boomers from the workforce and to search for candidates that possess the 

skills, knowledge, and experience to fill senior leadership positions. This exodus had 

been predicted to begin several years ago, but due to the financial crisis that occurred in 

2008, many eligible retirees delayed retirement to recover and secure their financial 

savings (Harter & Agrawal, 2014). Instead of taking advantage of the unexpected years to 

build and execute succession plans, organizations focused their efforts on more short-

term profit recovery after the economic downfall (Rigoni & Adkins, 2015). Now 
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organizations are faced with the challenge of recruiting both within and outside of their 

organizations. They are fast tracking the knowledge sharing process and succession 

planning efforts to ensure the stability of their leadership team. A large percentage of 

candidates that would be likely successors are working mothers but many women 

perceive that the demands of these positions are too high and the sacrifices too great 

based on the rigorous job demands that have been placed on current senior leaders. In an 

effort to maximize profits, during the most recent recession, many organizations 

expanded job roles to avoid replacing open positions and have continued this practice 

(Smith, 2013b). Organizations will need to adjust their workplaces strategies to attract 

highly educated and capable women to fill these roles.  

 The Pew Research Center (2013) reported similar findings to this study regarding 

the decline in enthusiasm and passion that women bring to their careers as they age and 

become parents. Figure 2 illustrates the changes in desire to hold leadership positions that 

have been reported in men and women based on age.  

 

61%

41%

21%

70%

58%

32%

Millennial (Ages 18-32)

Gen X (Ages 33-48)

Boomer (Ages 49-67)

People who would like to be a boss or top manager someday

Men Women



 HAVING IT ALL FOR WORKING PROFESSIONAL MOTHERS 105 

Figure 2. People who would like to be a boss or top manager someday (Pew Research 

Center, 2013). Note: Based on those who are not retired or are not currently the boss/top 

manager (n=1,539). 

Organizations must understand and support the needs of the changing workforce. 

To attract and retain talented individuals, companies will need well-vetted career 

progression and succession plans that aid in reducing the number of women who choose 

to plateau their careers. Many organizations have invested greatly in the development of 

emerging leaders, so organizations should leverage this talent and realize a positive return 

on their investments.  

This chapter provides recommendations for organizations to plan and support 

career progression effectively and to achieve the desired results of careful succession 

planning. In addition, recommendations for future empirical research are discussed. The 

purpose of this phenomenological study is to understand how professional working 

mothers define having it all and to develop a model that allows women and organizations 

to collaborate in transforming the future workplace. This study included the following 

objectives: (a) to define how women define having it all, (b) to trace how women’s 

expectations of personal and professional success have evolved over the last decade, and 

(c) to develop an evidence based resource for women and employers that can be used to 

create a workplace conducive to success. The last can only occur with a plan that is 

embraced and championed by senior leaders. Challenges for implementation will be 

discussed and a path to successful implementation of the proposed solution will be 

outlined.  
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Proposed Solution 
 

 To attract and retain talented female leaders, organizations must leverage the 

knowledge that has been acquired through this study and cultivate a corporate culture that 

supports a woman’s ability to fulfill workplace obligations and personal career goals 

while allowing for her to meet her desire to be actively engaged in her home life. The 

proposed solution includes several phases, which allows organizations to address the 

challenges that were revealed by the participants of this study. The recommended 

solution includes, (a) evaluation of organizational structure to ensure job responsibilities 

align with work and life balance goals (b) a mentorship program and succession plan for 

emerging leaders and (c) creation of a leadership academy. 

Support for the Solution 

 The data collected for this study clearly revealed the intentional plateaus the 

participants have integrated into their career choices. The participants valued both career 

and family but did not believe it was possible to hold senior positions within 

organizations and be available to their families to the degree they desired. Participants 

discussed the perceived commitment of hours for senior level leadership positions and 

how it would be nearly impossible to juggle both work and life successfully. They 

believed the sacrifice would be too great and that both career and family would suffer. 

Participants were also concerned with the quality of their lives, because they have so little 

personal time today that any additional strain could cause them to reach their breaking 

points.  

 When one studies the historical research in regards to work and life balance for 

women, a common thread runs through many of the findings. There are deeply embedded 



 HAVING IT ALL FOR WORKING PROFESSIONAL MOTHERS 107 

gender role beliefs that influence the decisions women make throughout their lives to 

align with society’s expectations. These influences begin at an early age and stems from 

gender norms and expectations from families, communities, media, and educational 

institutions. Women connect with their role as caregiver and will make personal 

sacrifices to fulfill the expected obligations of this family role. The figure below 

illustrates the reoccurring findings in a sample of research from the past few decades.   

 

Figure 3. Sample of historical research that supports findings.  

 A study conducted by McKinsey & Company revealed similar themes to those 

discovered in this study. The study included 4,000 participants and sought to understand 

career aspirations, ambitions, and attitudes of employees across all levels (Barsh & Yee, 

2012). They found that 69% of entry and midlevel female employees want to advance in 

their careers, but that only 18% desired C-level management. The choices women make 

as they progress in their careers are indicative to career success. They found that early in 
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their careers, women and men start out equally when comparing line and staff positions. 

As they progress through the ranks of manager, director, vice president, senior vice 

president, and C-suite, men gain in numbers in the more senior level positions. When 

comparing men and women in regards to their roles in an organization, women hold more 

staff positions, while men are in line roles. Barsh and Lee discussed how staff roles are 

seen as more flexible thus attracting women that are most often the primary caregivers. 

Unfortunately, these roles do not always give women the experiences needed to build 

skills that are necessary to strategically lead organizations.  

 Mishel (2013) analyzed the work hours and wages of employees in the United 

States between 1979 and 2007. He determined that Americans have increased their 

working hours on average 10.7%, which is the equivalent of all employees working an 

additional 4.5 weeks per year. The increased hours worked in comparison to the change 

in wages has been less than desirable. In senior positions, the demanding hours are 

magnified and expected due to the compensation received as one takes on increasing 

levels of responsibility.  

Ton (2012) has studied retail operations for over 10 years and has found that 

when employers staff their organizations with a reasonable level of slack, employees 

thrive and sales increase. Ton explained that many organizations see employee salary as a 

controllable expense and thus leverage it to reduce cost versus using it for its potential to 

increase profits. This practice can be applied to other industries in that expanding the 

scope of responsibility for senior leaders to save expenses may seem like an easy 

solution, but these individuals reach their breaking points and will in time become less 

productive. In addition, midlevel managers see the demands placed on senior leaders and 
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plateau their careers for a more balanced life. These factors cause organizations to fail in 

attracting and retaining knowledgeable talent. 

Recommendations for Workplace Transformation. The first recommendation 

for transformation includes a resource redesign that builds senior positions with a scope 

of responsibility that allows for work and life balance. This redesign is accomplished by 

creating time-allocation models for senior roles that allow for a better understanding of 

the critical functions of the position. Some existing positions may have duties, goals, or 

objectives that are impossible to achieve or that may not be critical for the company’s 

strategic objectives. Individuals currently in those positions are forced to prioritize 

independently, while other responsibilities remain unaccomplished. Priorities can get lost 

in interpretation or efforts may be misguided when leaders are not focused on driving the 

right initiatives forward. Organizations will evaluate the span of control, number of direct 

reports, and interdependencies of others on this role and identify tasks or duties that may 

be misaligned with the position. The goal is to create senior level positions that remain 

challenging but allow for greater work and life balance.  

When organizations begin to evaluate their current environment they must 

consider the findings of this study and the perceptions of career progression that were 

shared by the participants. Employers need to be cognizant of the well being of their 

employees and how that translates to employee engagement. Demerouti and Bakker 

(2007) developed a Job Demands Resources (JD-R) model that integrates the demands of 

a job with the resources that are available to alleviate stress. They defined demands as 

things such as, demanding work environments, long hours, or unfavorable working 

conditions. Job resources are considered those things that alleviate stress such as reduced 
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job demands, personal growth, and learning. The model illustrates that when job demands 

are high and the resources are low, employees will experience extreme stress and 

potential burnout.  

Bakker, Brummelhuis, Prins, and Van der Heijen (2010) applied this model to a 

study, which sought to understand the relation between high demand and low resource 

jobs with work-home interface (WHI). Their study included 230 medical residents and 

their partners, which considered the work overload, emotional demands, and cognitive 

demands associated with their position with consideration to the resources that were 

present in their respective environments. The results of their study validated the 

hypothesis that jobs that were structured with high demands emotionally, cognitively, and 

physically and lacked the supportive resources to buffer these stressors would influence 

an employee’s home life. This model and study aid in grounded the recommendations for 

this study to create jobs where the scope of responsibility is manageable and resources 

such as mentorship and learning further reduce the stress of the job demands.  

Throughout the resource redesign process, organizations should consider job fit, 

and how well they have current employees placed in roles. Deniz, Noyan, and Gulen 

Ertosun (2015) discussed that when organizations have employees in roles best suited for 

the skills and talents they offer, the organization overall experiences greater efficiency 

and progress. As employees take on expanded responsibilities, it is common for work 

hours to increase and leisure time to decrease. The importance of this time is essential for 

a person’s overall well being. When jobs are structured with the goal to create work and 

life balance, the risk of long-term sustained stress is reduced. The anticipated stress 

associated with senior level positions caused women in this study to plateau their careers. 
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When organizations can close this gap and create more manageable roles, they will likely 

attract a larger candidate pool for vacant positions.  

The second recommendation for transformation is to create a leadership-

mentoring program that is designed with consideration to the principles of 

transformational leadership. Mentorship is one of the key tenets of transformational 

leadership. James MacGregor Burns (1978) introduced transformational leadership and 

described the process as, “a relationship of mutual stimulation and elevation that converts 

followers in to leaders and may convert leaders in to moral agents (p.4).”   When 

organizations support mentorship opportunities both the mentor and protégé benefit from 

the relationship and as such influence the benefits received by the sponsoring 

organization. According to Chun, Sosik, and Yun (2012), the mentor is able to develop 

their transformational leadership skills through the mentorship relationship. They 

explained that this leads to affective well-being and organizational commitment for those 

that serve in this role. For the protégé, they explained that the benefits are similar in that 

they experience increased jobs satisfaction and commitment to the organization.  

One can also consider the work of Frederick Herzberg and his proposed 

motivation-hygiene theory. Herzberg sought to better understand what people wanted 

from their jobs (Robbins & Judge, 2012). He found that respondents tended to attribute 

job satisfaction with intrinsic factors such as growth, advancement, and achievement.  

Herzberg discovered that job dissatisfaction was attributed to extrinsic factors such as 

work conditions, policy, and supervision. According to Robbins and Judge, this is an 

important distinction, as leaders that may take action to eliminate job dissatisfaction do 

not necessarily create job satisfaction. Organizations must be conscious of the fact that 



 HAVING IT ALL FOR WORKING PROFESSIONAL MOTHERS 112 

mentoring program may create job satisfaction but factors contributing to job 

dissatisfaction may still be present in the environment.  

Baranik, Roling, and Eby (2010), discussed how social exchange theory could be 

used to explain why mentoring programs are successful. They explained social exchange 

theory as, “The assertion that individuals develop, maintain, and exit relationships based 

on their perceived costs and benefits (p. 367).” When individuals participate in a 

mentoring programming they experience perceived organizational support (POS). This 

creates a sense that the organization is committed to their personal growth and 

development and as such, the employee feels a connection and commitment to the 

organization. They did explain that not all mentoring activities created POS. Sponsorship, 

exposure and visibility created a positive connection, while coaching and challenging 

assignments did not create the same response. It is therefore important that organizations 

create mentorship programs that are designed to achieve the desired outcomes.  

The mentoring program should be fully integrated into the culture of the 

organization and the goals and objectives of the program should be in line with the 

organization’s values. A participant’s guide must be developed to be sure both the mentor 

and mentee have a roadmap to success. The specific purpose of this program would be to 

develop future senior leaders. In an effort to support optimal success, the curriculum 

design must be thorough and the leadership theory provided must be as applicable as 

possible. This initiative would include succession planning in which the organization 

identifies critical roles and potential candidates to fill those positions. The organization 

can be transparent in their intent, and emerging leaders would know they are being 
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prepared to potentially take on increased responsibility, should they be the right fit for a 

vacant position. 

 Most participants in this study struggled to find time for their personal goals. 

Several had returned to school for advanced degrees as working adults and spoke of the 

challenges and strains doing so had placed on their families. Organizations that can 

provide time for employees to advance their leadership skills while at work through 

formal programs will create a supportive environment that positions their employees for 

successful career progression.  

The third recommendation for transformation would be the creation of a 

leadership academy that would allow employees time while at work to develop their 

leadership acumen. The curriculum for training sessions would be one appropriate for 

advancing the leadership knowledge of the participants and for exposing the individuals 

to issues faced in senior leadership roles. Senior leaders must actively participate in the 

program and contribute as guest speakers when deemed appropriate. Participants would 

have opportunities to work on special assignments that would stretch participants outside 

of their typical responsibilities, and participants would take on expanded projects under 

the guidance of senior leaders.  

For many employees, these opportunities for expanded responsibilities will 

invoke a stronger connection to the organization and perceived organizational support as 

it relates to career growth and development. This in turn builds the skills of these 

individuals and can enhance their transformational leadership understanding. One must 

consider the findings of Courtright, Colbert, and Choi (2014), which confirmed the 

positive effects achieved through stretch assignments but also discussed the emotional 
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exhaustion that can occur when employees are asked to take on a challenging assignment. 

For some this experience can become overwhelming and extremely stressful. They found 

that this typically only occurred in employees that had low self-efficacy, so organizations 

should carefully consider the abilities of those they believe are ready for extended 

assignments.  

 Organizations that realize a gender-balanced executive leadership team have 

consistently out-performed those organizations that have a male-dominated C-suite 

(Hunt, Layton, & Prince, 2015). Organizations that recognize the need for change within 

the traditional workplace structure are better positioned as leaders in an innovative 

workplace that thrives through gender-balanced leadership. The outdated workplace 

model that most organizations use is a liability to their future success. Women are 

educated and highly experienced but can often be an untapped resource, causing 

organizations to underuse the talents of their staff. Many of this study’s participants used 

flexible work arrangements but explained that they needed not just flexibility but also a 

job with manageable expectations. Figure 3 describes the perceptions of women that were 

revealed in this study with the proposed solutions an organization can take, as well as the 

benefits for all that can be realized through these efforts. It is important for organizations 

to understand, and communicate the benefits that can be realized to gain support for the 

proposed change. 
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Having it all in the literal sense is not possible

 

Women do not believe it is possible to be engaged at the level they desire as parents and 
to hold a senior level role 

 

• Interview leaders to understand the current expectations of their 
role and understand if responsibilities have changed or increased.

• Ask leaders to create time journals that document how their day 
is spent and note things that should have been completed but 
were missed due to conflicting priorities.

• Ask leaders to assist in  mapping the current scope of their role 
and their proposed future state that would create work and life 
balance

• Align roles and responsibilities to ensure work and life balance 

• Increased confidence in the possibility of achieving success in a 
more senior role while balancing responsibilities at home.

• The organization would benefit from an increased interest in 
taking on more senior positions. This would result in a trickling 
effect across the organization as individuals continued their 
career progression

• Higher retention rates and increased productivity due to stronger 
organizational knowledge acquired through longevity

Proposed Solution

Benefits to Women 

Benefits to Organization  

•Create a mentoring program that is supported by senior 
executive leaders.

•This benefits both the mentor and protégé. They both feel a 
stronger allegiance to their organization and its success. 

•If not executed correctly, the organization could see potential 
negative effects. If mentors and protégés are not committed 
and educated on expectations, they can be disappointed by the 
relationship.

•Direct access to senior leaders to better understand the 
demands of those positions.

•Knowledge transfer of the competencies required for the role 
and scope of responsibilities.

•Better understanding of the coping strategies used by current 
senior leaders. 

•Internal development of emerging leaders through knowledge 
sharing. 

•Reduced recruiting expense and shortened transition timeline 
due to talent retention.

•Higher return on investment in employees that companies 
have invested in developing and retaining.

Proposed Solution

Benefits to Women 

Benefits to Organization  
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Women fear they are not sufficiently competent or confident to achieve success 

 

Figure 4. Perceptions of participants and the actions organizations can implement.  

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Solution 

 Organizations need to evaluate the factors for independent consideration when 

implementing the transformation plan. Corporate structure and culture will be variables 

that should be considered fully. This study focuses on universal considerations that are 

applicable to most organizations.  

Policies influencing the proposed solution  

When implementing transformational change into their cultures, organizations 

commonly face the challenge of operating norms that are deeply embedded and that can 

hinder behavioral change. Organizations may already have leadership or mentoring 

programs as well as policies that support work and life balance, but whether those 

policies are fully embraced by the leaders of an organization is a key factor in the 

implementation and utilization of any proposed solution. Organizations must ask whether 

their policies are being implemented as intended or whether the policies’ original 

• Provide a stretch assignment to emerging leaders.
• Develop a leadership academy dedicated to the 

development of emerging leaders

• A chance to take on more challenging assignments 
under the guidance of a senior leader.

• Increased confidence and business acumen.
• Employees will have time to study leadership theories 

without sacrificing additional personal time

• Reduced cost due to the use of current resources for 
initiatives.

• Stronger pipeline of emerging leaders and unlocking 
the full potential of their staff. 

Proposed Solution

Benefits to Women 

Benefits to Organization  
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purposes have been lost along the way. Organizations can use employee opinion surveys 

to determine whether policies align with strategies going forward, and, if not, 

organizations can incorporate efforts to align to one shared vision.  

Potential barriers and obstacles to proposed solution  

Organizations should be prepared to face resistance from leaders and staff. For 

some leaders the span of control, power, and long hours may seem like a badge of honor, 

and a reduction in scale may feel like a demotion. Burke (2011) discussed the individual 

responses that can occur within an organization when change is introduced. Burke 

referenced the theory of psychological reactance that was introduced by Sharon Brehm, 

which reveals that when individuals believe that their freedom of choice is being 

threatened, they will direct efforts to regaining that control. According to Burke, it is not 

necessarily the change itself that they are resisting but rather the imposition of change.  

Some will continue to resist despite the fact that the change may ultimately be in their 

favor. It is therefore important for organizations to build trust through transparency and 

candid discussions throughout the transformation process, so employees are clear on the 

intended outcome. 

 The introduction of the leadership and mentoring program may be met with 

resistance, and employees who believe senior positions equate to long, unmanageable 

hours may be hesitant to believe the future will be different. The program may take time 

to gain traction and acceptance by the larger employee population. During the initial 

phase, obstacles to success will likely appear, with the potential to fuel critics. Senior 

leaders may see the obstacles and criticism as additional strains on their time and may not 

fully prioritize the initiative. An effective solution to this problem is communication both 
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ongoing and frequent about the success that has been achieved and the opportunities for 

improvement that remain. A roadmap to the desired model should be shared and how 

success is measured should be defined.   

Financial/budget issues related to proposed solution  

This solution may be perceived as a cost to the business. Organizations can use 

staffing dollars as a means of controlling the budget by realigning duties during the 

natural attrition process or through a reduction in staff. Those who have financial 

accountability to the organization may be reluctant to support the idea of reducing 

responsibilities and adding to staff. Organizations must look at the profit potential of 

having a more focused group of senior leaders with more time to concentrate on strategic 

management.  

 Financial considerations exist for both the leadership and mentoring program 

because developing and maintaining the programs will involve staffing costs, and 

individuals must take time away from other activities to fully support the programs. 

Organizations that can see beyond the immediate bottom line and look to the future 

earning potential will achieve greater success. Those that propose the change must be 

able to quantify a projected return on investment.  

 Bennington and Laffoley (2012) discussed a widely accepted method for 

measuring the effectiveness of development programs that was created by Donald 

Kirkpatrick known as the four levels of evaluation. The first level is reaction and is 

designed to capture the participant’s reactions and feelings about the program. This 

allows the facilitator to gain immediate insight in to the value received by the participant. 

The second level is learning, which seeks to measure the increased skills and competency 
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of the participant. The third level is behavior and can be measured by how well 

participants apply their knowledge in the workplace. The final level is results, which 

seeks to measure changes in approach or behavior that positively influences business 

outcomes. According to Bennington and Laffoley (2012), once an organization has 

established an effective program they can use such measures as turnover, customer 

satisfaction, employee engagement surveys, and improved performance to compare the 

projected and actual return on investment.  

Legal issues related to proposed solution  

Important contributors throughout this process will be human resources leadership 

teams. An inclusive program must be developed that allows all employees to realize the 

benefits. The expectations and qualifications to be considered for the leadership academy 

or mentoring program should be detailed so the expectations are easily understood and 

employees do not perceive any sort of preferential treatment.  

Change theory  

One of the most significant obstacles to this proposed solution would likely be 

gaining acceptance of the change. The proposal appears to be an obvious win for both 

employees and organizations, but employees’ perceptions can influence the timeline and 

adoption of the program. For the transformation to achieve optimal results, individuals 

must be in positions of influence to serve as champions of the change. Organizations 

must not assume that all leaders have the knowledge and skills to serve successfully in 

this capacity.  

 In 1958, Lippitt, Watson, and Westley developed a change theory model that 

included seven phases of change and that focused on the role of the change agent 
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(Mitchell, 2013). Figure 5 includes the phases of change and how those phases are 

applicable to the proposed solution. Organizations should consider what the Lippitt 

Theory described as force-field analysis. This analysis occurs during the change process 

when positive or driving forces are met with negative or restraining forces. This 

phenomenon is inevitable during the change-management process. It cannot be avoided, 

but the driving forces must counter the influence of the negative to push the change 

forward.  

Lippitt’s Phases of Change Applicability to Proposed Solution 

Diagnose the problem. Understand what is happening in the 
organization today and how this change 

will drive the desired outcome. Is this the 
right solution? 

Evaluate motivation and capacity for 
change. 

Is this the right time for the organization to 
implement transformational change? 

Assess change agent’s motivation and 
resources. 

Assess the level of commitment from 
senior leaders. Will they truly be agents of 
change and are they skilled in doing so? 

Identify progressive change objective. Define the organization’s plan for role 
restructure, staff development, and 

succession planning. Do you have support 
for the proposed changes and belief that the 

changes will improve the organization? 
Define the role of the change agent 

clearly. 
Gather genuine support of the program and 

identify champions of change with the 
ability to influence the norms. Do you have 

support for those that can influence 
change? 

Maintain the change. Continue to have senior leaders 
communicate and celebrate success. If the 
organization is no longer talking about the 

change, its importance will be minimalized. 
Do you have individuals in your 

organization that are skilled change agents? 
Gradually terminate from the helping 

relationship. 
Realized when the redefined roles, 

mentoring, and leadership programs have 
become embedded in the culture. Does the 
organization have a vision for change that 
is clear so that success can be recognized? 
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Figure 5. Phases of change and applicability to the proposed solution. 

Implementation of the Proposed Solution 

 The challenges associated with properly executing transformational change within 

an organization are great. According to Bucy, Hall, & Yakola (2016), approximately 

25,000 books have been published on the topic of transformational change, yet nearly 

70% of large-scale transformational efforts fail to realize the expected outcome. Bucy et 

al. explained that too often organizations do not have the skills and experience to deliver 

large-scale change. This is a major point of consideration for organizations as they 

embark on the recommended solution outlined in this chapter. Organizations must 

honestly assess their current resources and carefully plan the most probable route to 

success.  

 Many examples exist of the stages of transformational change, but the most 

widely regarded leading expert is John Kotter of the Harvard Business School. Kotter 

developed an eight-step model that guides an organization through the various phases of 

transformational change and encourages, among other things, careful consideration of a 

shared vision, continuous communication, engaged and empowered employees, and a 

cultivated sense of urgency to realize the intended change. Figure 6 was adapted from 

Kotter’s eight steps to organizational transformation (Kotter, 1995).  



 HAVING IT ALL FOR WORKING PROFESSIONAL MOTHERS 122 

 

Figure 6. Eight steps to organizational transformation. Adapted from “Eight Steps to 

Transforming Your Organization,” by J.P. Kotter, 1995, Harvard Business Review, 3, 

Harvard Business School Publishing Corporation.  

 

•Examine market and competitive realities.
• Identify and discuss crises, potential crises, or major 
opportunities. 

Establishing a Sense of Urgency

•Assemble a group with sufficient power to lead the change 
effort.

•Encourage the group to work together as a team.
Forming a Powerful Guiding 

Coalition

•Create a vision to help direct the change effort.
•Develop strategies for achieving that vision.Creating a Vision

•Use every vehicle possible to communicate the new vision 
and strategies. 

•Teach new behaviors by example of the guiding coalition.
Communicating the Vision

•Remove obstacles to change.
•Change the systems or structures that seriously undermine 
the vision.

•Encourage risk-taking and nontraditional ideas, activities, 
and actions.

Empowering Others to Act on the 
Vision

•Plan for visible performance improvements.
•Create those improvements.
•Recognize and reward employees involved in the 
improvements.

Planning for and Creating Short-
Term Wins

•Use increased credibility to change systems, structures, 
and policies that do not fit the vision.

•Hire, develop, and promote employees who can 
implement the vision.

•Reinvigorate the process with new projects, themes, and 
change agents.

Consolidating Improvements and 
Producing Further Change

•Articulate the connections between the new behaviors and 
the organization's success.

•Develop the means to ensure leadership development and 
succession.

Institutionalizing New Approaches
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Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Implementation of the Solution 

 For an organization to realize a cultural shift in the established norms, champions 

within the organization must create purpose around the desired change. These individuals 

must fully support the change, and their actions and decisions must align with the desired 

future state. Individuals look to senior leaders for guidance and will often model their 

behaviors, including supporting cultural change (Grant Thornton, 2014).  

Leader’s role in implementing proposed solution. The senior leaders of the 

organization will be pivotal to the success of the proposed change. The current perceived 

state of the scope of senior leaders’ responsibilities in the organization is a driving force 

behind the lack of interest from talented women in the leaders’ organizations. Fetterolf 

and Eagly (2011) conducted research to better understand the future expectations of 

female students. They discovered that the young women expected inequality in their 

future relationships as it related to career trajectory. They expected to have both career 

and family but anticipated the need to pull back in their careers to fulfill caregiver 

expectations. This aligns with the findings of this study, in that the participants have 

confirmed the need to plateau their careers to balance both work and life. Individuals in 

leadership roles must appreciate and agree with the necessary organizational redesign and 

be willing to actively champion and support the leadership and succession-planning 

efforts. Their support must be genuine and their enthusiasm visible to gain creditability 

with the staff.  

 In step two of Kotter’s eight phases of change, he notes the importance of a strong 

coalition of individuals to drive the change. This coalition would include individuals that 

have the business acumen and experience coupled with the positions and relationships to 
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influence change. These people must be fully committed to the process, must recognize 

that change will take time to realize and that it will initially be an expense to the business, 

but must also have the foresight to see the program as an asset. According to Rylatt, 

2013, there are several characteristics that organizations should seek when identifying 

change agents, which include (1) ability to take responsibility for resolving difficult 

challenges, (2) ability to articulate compelling reasons for change, (3) ensure 

accountability over time.  The long-term effects will allow an organization to attract and 

retain a talented and diverse leadership team that has the potential to drive stronger 

results. According to McKinsey and Company, organizations with strong gender diversity 

are 15% more likely to outperform their competitors (Hunt, Layton, & Prince, 2015).  

 Quantifying the benefits of a diverse organization can be challenging because 

other factors are often linked to the long-term success of an organization. The benefits are 

more complex than simply short-term profits. An organization’s long-term success is also 

at stake, and diversity can result in the innovation that is key to achieving an 

organization’s goals. According to Hewlett, Marshall, and Sherbin (2013), two types of 

diversity exist: (a) inherent diversity, including the traits that individuals are born with, 

such as gender and ethnicity; and (b) acquired diversity, which is gained through life 

experiences and exposure to cultures and beliefs that are different than one’s own. 

Organizations that can attract leaders with two-dimensional diversity increase the 

likelihood of outperforming their competitors through innovation and performance. The 

proposed solution cannot be achieved without the commitment and support of senior 

leaders who model and continually communicate the importance of the program and 

celebrate the successes that are achieved.  
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Building support for the proposed solution. Leaders that will serve, as 

champions for change must prepare for the resistance that will be encountered. 

Implementing a program of this scale includes budgetary concerns, and those with 

financial accountability may not be willing to risk short-term gains or have the patience 

for the potential long-term returns. Conflicting priorities may arise because of a strain on 

resources and other struggles. Leaders and stakeholders may see this change as 

something that is nice to have but may prioritize other initiatives more aggressively. 

Kotter (1995) emphasized the importance of having a clear vision that appeals to all key 

stakeholders. A pointed and concise vision will keep everyone focused on the end goal 

and serve as a reminder of the importance to adapt.  

 Communication will be essential throughout this process. The goal of the 

proposed solution is to encourage midlevel female leaders who have intentionally 

plateaued their careers to consider continued training and mentoring to prepare for senior 

leadership roles. Convincing them that the role will be different than it is currently 

perceived may pose greater challenges than anticipated. Organizations will want to host 

conversations with their emerging senior leaders and fully understand their level of 

resistance and the driving factors behind their hesitation so they can properly align their 

transformational plan. The women in the organization must desire such a program, or the 

best-laid efforts will be unsuccessful.  

Additional considerations for implementation and assessment. The senior 

leadership team must have a plan for maintaining momentum and supporting the 

initiative even when other situations may appear more pressing. Changing market 

conditions make distraction easy, risking the loss of support for the program (Bucy et al., 
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2016). Organizations should have a contingency plan in place in the event that 

unanticipated situations occur and serve as distractions. If this happens, organizations 

must know who will be responsible for bringing the focus back to the change. 

Celebrating continual small milestones will remind all employees of the commitment to 

change and will aid in embedding the value of a diverse workforce that achieves work 

and life balance into the norms of the organization. Through tenacious actions and 

support of senior leadership teams, organizations can realize the full potential of 

transformational change.  

Global / external implications for the organization. Organizations that operate 

on an international scale will need to consider cultural differences that may influence the 

support for the proposed solution. Some countries have achieved greater gender diversity 

among their senior ranks than others, but more often gender imbalance remains. Barsh, 

Devillard, and Wang (2012) studied the progress of women on a global scale. Using data 

from 2011 annual reports, they found that representation of women on corporate boards 

around the world was far from equal. Norway fared the strongest, with 35% of board 

members being women, while Japan had only 2% of board members that were female.  

Annually since 2006, the World Economic Forum has published the Global 

Gender Gap Index, which measures how well countries are leveraging their female talent 

pool (World Economic Forum, 2016). The index allows for comparison in gender gaps as 

it relates to economics, education, and health. Countries that have consistently performed 

well include Iceland, Norway, Finland, and Sweden. There are commonalities that exist 

amongst these countries and much that can be learned for nations seeking greater 

equality. Support for gender equality in all four of these countries is supported through 
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government policies that allow for family friendly programs that support the sharing of 

domestic responsibilities and provide high quality childcare resources (Hertz, 2016; 

Swedish Institute, 2016; Zahldl, 2013). In addition, the expectations of equality are 

embedded in to their societal norms and influence the educational curriculum for 

children. They are taught from a very young age to expect equality and they witness that 

behavior being modeled.  Understanding the cultural norms that may be influencing 

women who participate in the workforce will be important when creating a succession 

plan that incorporates gender equality. In addition, women in leadership positions in parts 

of the world that are less accepting of female authority will need to be positioned 

properly for success.  

Evaluation and Timeline for Implementation and Assessment 

 The individuals that will be responsible for leading the implementation and 

assessment of the transformational change will need to create a roadmap for the 

organization. A roadmap will allow for transparency in the purpose, goals, and phases 

that employees can expect to see rolled out over the course of time. Transformational 

change can feel, at times, like a slow and methodical process, and some employees may 

become frustrated with the perceived lack of results. Organizations can set realistic 

expectations and aid in maintaining enthusiasm for the program by being clear on the 

program’s phases and the rate at which the organization can expect to see change.  

 The first phase of the program will involve a time study of the senior leader’s 

roles within the organization. That information can be compared against the goals, 

objectives, and vision to ensure total alignment with the strategic planning efforts of an 

organization. Leaders from operations, human resources, and other select areas will make 
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recommendations for an organizational redesign that will create positions allowing for a 

greater focus on the business critical functions that allows individuals the slack time 

needed to think strategically and become better empowered to influence change. The 

positions will be structured with a span of control that provides greater work and life 

balance. Once this redesign has been designed and implemented, the effects of the change 

will be shared at a senior leadership level and followed up with communications 

company-wide. The intention would be that this philosophy would trickle down to all 

levels of leadership to create a culture where innovation is celebrated and trust and self-

empowerment over time becomes the norm. Depending on the size of the organization, 

the first phase is likely to occur over 12 to 24 months. Employee opinion surveys and 

retention rates can be used as sources of assessment.  

 The second phase of the solution will be the creation of a leadership and 

mentoring program that will support the development of emerging senior leaders. This 

program will focus on attracting women into senior level positions by developing their 

business acumen and providing assignments outside the scope of their normal job duties 

to network and build confidence. In addition, mentoring from current senior leaders will 

provide direct access to these leaders and allow for deeper insight into the realities of life 

in this role. Creation of the training curriculum, identification of potential emerging 

senior leaders, and implementation of the program in most organizations will take 

between six and 18 months depending on the resources that can be dedicated to the effort. 

Prior to participating in the program, individuals would complete assessments about their 

perceptions of senior positions and their interest in moving into those types of role. A 

follow-up survey can be used to assess the influence of the program.  
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 The final phase will be the development of a succession plan once individuals in 

the pipeline are prepared and willing to move into senior level positions. Organizations 

can continue to develop these individuals and give them additional assignments that will 

increase their readiness and their understanding of the organization to aid in a more 

streamlined transition. When individuals are aware of the plan, they are more likely to 

feel a connection to the organization and know that they have a vested interest in staying. 

Organizations must have ongoing communication so that all employees are aware of the 

efforts and successes that have been achieved. Employees who know that there is an 

attainable path to career growth will propel organizations forward through their 

dedication to helping organizations achieve their goals.  

Implications 

Practical Implications 

 Organizations must create a workplace environment that supports the modern 

family. This study has shown that talented working mothers are pulling back in their 

careers due to the demands perceived of senior leadership positions. This phenomenon is 

reducing an organizations’ available talent pool, a situation that will become even more 

critical as the aging baby-boomer population exits the workforce in greater numbers. 

Diversity throughout the leadership pipeline strengthens an organization and has proven 

to provide a competitive advantage to organizations that have made strides toward gender 

balance (Hunt, V., Layton, D., & Prince, S., 2015, January).  

 Organizations can use this study as a model to assess their current state and to 

build a strategic plan that positions them for long-term growth and increased market 

share. The proposed solution is one that promotes diversity in the workplace and an 
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environment that celebrates differences. Organizations that recognize the strength that 

can be achieved through the unique perspectives of their staff will bring to market a 

product that appeals to a more massive audience. This approach results in innovation, 

which is one of the benefits for both organizations and consumers as society progresses 

through collaborative innovation and leadership.  

Implications for Future Research 

 This research study looked at the subject of having it all through the lens of a 

working professional mother. Many women are not in leadership roles, and we can better 

understand the larger population of women in the workforce when we understand why 

these women have taken a different career path. A focus on women in leadership that do 

not have children might uncover a different perspective. Absent from this study is also 

the view of men in the workplace. We can gain a more rounded understanding of the 

dynamics that influence workplace culture by understanding the challenges men face in 

the workplace, regardless of whether they are parents.  

The participants in this study were not part of an executive leadership team, and 

many shared that such participation was not part of their career goals based on their 

perceptions of the demands that accompany those types of roles. Talking with women in 

executive positions and understanding the reality of the sacrifices they make would be 

valuable. Opportunities exist to segment the workforce, and additional research would 

provide a wider and more strategic view of workplace dynamics.  

A great deal of research concurs with the findings of this study in that women see 

themselves as the primary caregiver and will make career sacrifices in order to balance 

the conflicting demands (Eccles, 1987; Eagly & Carli, 2007; Fetterolf & Eagly, 2011). 
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Understanding how other countries have achieved stronger gender equality and the 

obstacles that are preventing the United States from achieving similar results would prove 

helpful in isolating sustainable change.  

The participants in this study revealed their choice to intentionally plateau their 

careers to preserve the time they had available to serve in the role as caretaker. Additional 

research though the grounded theory methodology would allow for further exploration of 

this topic. The results of a grounded theory study would provide a fully developed theory 

that could be leveraged for expanding the body of knowledge on this topic and aid in 

continued progress in the workplace.  

There are many published works that support the need for women to continue 

their career pursuits throughout motherhood. Sheryl Sandberg encourages women to lean 

in to their careers and leverage resources to balance conflicting demands. In her book, 

The Feminine Mistake: Are We Giving up too Much? Bennetts (2007), emphasizes the 

importance of women maintaining their financial independence and the satisfaction one 

realizes through career success. She believes many women have a skewed view of 

balancing career and family and stated, “The problem isn’t that we can’t manage both 

areas of our lives perfectly. The problem is that we ever expected perfection in the first 

place (p. 172).” This is a perspective worth exploring to better understand why women 

feel obligated to their caretaker role.  

Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice 

Transformational leadership. The transformational leader serves to guide an 

organization through change. Transformational Leadership (2007) quoted Steven Covey 

describing transformational leadership as follows:  
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The goal of transformational leadership is to “transform” people and 

organizations in a literal sense—to change them in mind and heart; enlarge vision, 

insight, and understanding; clarify purposes; make behavior congruent with 

beliefs, principles, or values; and bring about changes that are permanent, self-

perpetuating, and momentum building (p. 1). 

The theory of transformational leadership is at the heart of this study. To realize 

sustainable change, organizations must be staffed with leaders that are dedicated and 

fully committed to the process of transformational change. Women are using the behavior 

of intentionally plateauing their careers as a coping strategy to balance both work and 

life. If organizations desire an expanded talent pool, they must convince a population of 

educated and experienced women that they are willing to break from the traditional 

workplace and create a culture that supports a balanced life. When an organization 

attempts to create such large scale change that conflicts with the current societal norms 

and business practices that are representative of the demographic in which they operate, 

they must be strategic in their approach. One can see that based on the definition of 

transformational leadership previous cited by Stephen Covey, that this type of leadership 

would be essential for success if implementing the proposed solution. Before an 

organization can embark on change, they must be sure they have leaders that are prepared 

and knowledge in transformational leadership, organizational change, and organizational 

behavior to lead these efforts.  

 The findings of this study have confirmed that women do have a sense of 

obligation to their caretaker role. They value their careers and the sense of personal 

accomplishment they experience through success at work. Future scholars should 
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continue to explore how change can be influenced beyond a particular organization and 

how that level of transformational change can be realized within the United States. There 

are significant social and cultural differences between the United States and Nordic 

countries, so what could be leveraged and what would need to be changed to achieve 

similar results? The information gathered from participants was valuable for 

organizations that seek transformational change. The participants provided candid 

insights into the factors that have influenced their decisions, and through this knowledge, 

organizations can better align their transformations to the needs of their employees.  

Organizational change. The type of change proposed in this study’s solution can 

be difficult to successfully implement. Challenges may be posed in gaining agreement 

that change is needed and in identifying senior leaders that are willing to serve as 

champions for the change. If leaders believe they are attracting and retaining talented 

individuals to lead their organization, a change of this magnitude may not be prioritized. 

Burke (2011) discussed how most organizations are not successful in changing a culture 

and realizing a new vision for their future. The larger the organization, the more 

challenging completely modifying the deeply imbedded norms can be, even more so if a 

company is doing well because employees may view the change as unnecessary. 

Organizations will need to focus on the long-term benefits that will be realized and 

prioritize this change within their strategic planning models.  

Organizational development. Organizational development seeks to study and 

understand how an organization’s structure and practices influence the work 

environment. An organization’s climate and culture are key factors to anticipating the 

openness and support one may receive when proposing transformational change. This 
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study provided awareness of the fact that many organizations have implemented 

programs that have aided in work and life balance, but those programs have solved only a 

part of the greater opportunity to create a workplace model that supports the progress that 

has been realized as it relates to gender equality and the modern family. Organizations 

must reflect on how they have arrived at their current state and identify the changes that 

need to occur to support sustainable progress. If they fail to recognize their opportunities 

for cultural improvement, organizations will be misguided in their strategic planning 

efforts.  

Strategic thinking. Organizations need leaders with the ability to carefully 

consider new ideas and think strategically about the benefits of changing the corporate 

culture and structure. Wells (2011) discussed the challenges all individuals face when 

they are influenced by the paradigms they have developed based on their experiences and 

how those paradigms influence thinking and problem solving. Wells stated, “The 

organization’s success is completely dependent upon our ability to devote ongoing 

attention to wide-ranging and flexible thinking” (p. 14). This study showed that many 

organizations have failed to adapt to the changing family structure, and women in the 

workplace are responding to the lack of progress using their own coping methods.  

Summary of the Study 

 This phenomenological study sought to understand the challenges working 

professional mothers face as they balance career and family. The phenomenon of having 

it all was at the crux of the discussions with participants. The women provided insight 

into the challenges they faced and the decisions and tradeoffs that were necessary to 

adapt to both the modern family and the traditional workplace culture. Several key 
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discoveries were made that will be valuable for organizations to consider during their 

strategic planning efforts. Organizations that consider these factors will better position 

themselves to transform their cultures to support balance. Common themes from the 

participants included the following: 

1. A life that includes both career and family is critical for overall happiness. 

Tradeoffs must occur to balance conflicting demands, but the compromises are 

worth it. 

2. The role of mother is taken quite seriously, and the desire to be actively engaged 

with children is critical. When work and family are in conflict, motherhood will 

almost always trump career. 

3. Many women’s current perception is that senior leadership positions come with 

levels of commitment too great and sacrifices too steep to the role of mother.  

4. The current work and life balance programs are helpful and are used but meet 

only the needs of women’s current leadership roles. The scope of senior positions 

is too large, and simply managing career would consume most of a woman’s 

resources should she choose a senior leadership position.  

5. Women will push their career trajectory only to the point they believe is 

manageable with their outside obligations. 

The proposed solution considers these factors and builds a plan to mitigate many 

of the concerns that were expressed. The first phase is to complete a time study in 

anticipation of an organizational redesign. Organizations can manage the scale and span 

of control and ensure greater balance when they understand the scope of senior positions 

and how the responsibilities of those positions align with the corporate strategy.  
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The second phase is to create a leadership academy and mentoring program that 

allows individuals to build their leadership skills and business acumen to better prepare 

for transitions into senior leadership positions. Active participation from current senior 

leaders will allow for direct contact to alleviate any misconceptions about the positions 

that may exist and to understand how changes in the job structure have influenced their 

time. In addition, stretch assignments will build confidence in emerging senior leaders 

and shared knowledge will streamline transitions.  

The final phase is to create a succession plan that is transparent to the 

organization and allows for all employees to see the path to their chosen career 

progression. When individuals are aware of the possibilities and see that an organization 

is vested in their future, they are more apt to continue their employment. Ongoing 

feedback and pulse checks will be achieved through employee opinion surveys at both 

the company and the participant level. To ensure a successful cultural shift, an 

organization will need to consistently adjust and realign to meet the expectations of all 

key stakeholders.  

The challenges women are facing are not unique to working professional mothers 

in the United States. This problem stretches across borders, and the challenges women 

face are similar, regardless of geographic location. The corporate models and cultures 

that exist today are no longer compatible with the modern family. Organizations that 

realize the need for change and are willing to take the first steps toward it will inspire 

other organizations that witness the advantages to likewise attain a workforce that is able 

to perform to their fullest potential. Organizations with the ability to approach their future 

from a humble mindset will realize a prosperous future. A famous Chinese proverb 
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ascribed to Lao Tzu articulates this sentiment well in saying, “A journey of a thousand 

miles begins with a single step.” 
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Appendix A 

Participant Questionnaire  

 
Thank you for participating in the research study from Creighton University. The 
research study is seeking to understand how women today define, having it all despite 
the increased demands that are being placed on working mothers.  
 
Name_______________________________________________________________ 
 
General Demographics 
Age  
Profession  
Years in Profession  
Number of Children  
Ages of Children  
Marital Status  
Highest Level of Educational Attainment  
Are you currently pursuing a degree  

 
Please indicate how your day is allocated in hours. 
Hours Spent at Work  
Hours Spent Commuting  
Hours Spent Sleeping  
Hours caring for home and family  
Hours engaged in personal time  
Hours spent on other activities  
Has your career influenced the number of 
children you have? 

 

 
Please complete the questionnaire by marking an “x” or darkening the circle. 
The scale for the questionnaire is as follows: 
 

5 = Strongly Agree 4 = Agree 3=Neutral 2 = Disagree 1 = Strongly Disagree 
 
 

1. I am satisfied with my career progression. 5    4    3    2    1 
 

2. I have turned down promotional opportunities because 
it would create too much conflict with work and life 
balance. 

5    4    3    2    1 
 

3. I spend more time engaged in parenting activities than 
my parents when they raised children. 

5    4    3    2    1 
 

4. My spouse/partner and I equally share the 
responsibilities of caring for our children and home. If 

5    4    3    2    1 
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not applicable check here _______ 
 

5. I have difficulty making time for my personal interests. 
 

5    4    3    2    1 
 

6. I am very satisfied with my performance as a mother. 5    4    3    2    1 
 

7. I have met or am currently fulfilling my academic 
goals. 

5    4    3    2    1 
 

8. As a parent, I am actively involved in guiding my 
child(ren) through all aspects of their lives. 

5    4    3    2    1 
 

9. My spouse/partner experiences challenges with 
work/life balance. If not applicable check here _____ 

5    4    3    2    1 
 

10. It is difficult to balance the conflicting demands that 
occur in my life. 

5    4    3    2    1 
 

11. My employer provides flexibility that aids in work/life 
balance. 

5    4    3    2    1 
 

 
Thank you very much for your time and cooperation in this study. If you would like a 
copy of the results of this study, please let me know. You may contact me if you have any 
questions or concerns: 
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Appendix B 

Interview Questions 

 
Working mothers and having it all - Qualitative Study Interview 

Interviewee: 

Age: 

Date/Time/Place 

I truly appreciate your willingness to participate in this study as I seek to better 
understand the challenges working professional mothers face in today’s 

demanding world. Women are taking on challenging work assignments while 
continuing to work through the demands of life outside of work. For quite some 

time the phenomenon of women attempting to have it all has been explored but it 
has focused on women in senior executive roles. This study seeks to gain an 

understanding of the challenges the greater population of working mothers face. I 
want to assure you that all of your responses will be kept confidential and 

anonymous. 

Questions 

Notes 

Follow-
up 
questio
ns 
needed 

Comments 

Describe a typical day during the week. What are your 
responsibilities and how is time delegated?  

 
 
 

How would you describe your parenting style?  
 
 
 

Tell me about how you and your significant other delegate 
home life tasks? If single, how do you manage all of the 
tasks associated with home and family independently?  

 
 
 
 

How do you manage conflicting work and family 
commitments? Does your employer create an environment 
that allows for work/life balance? Any gender differences? 

 
 
 
 

How do you define having it all?  
 
 
 

Looking back through the eyes of your twenty something 
self—did life turn out as expected (personally and   
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professionally)?  

Knowing what you know now—would you change any major 
life decisions?  

 
 
 

Describe your childhood and the parental roles that existed in 
your home. How do you think that influenced your choices 
in life? 

 
 
 
 

Do you think your life would be fulfilled if you did not work 
outside the home?  

 
 
 

What would you do if you weren’t afraid?   
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Appendix C 

Institutional Review Board Approval 

 
 

 
Social Behavioral Institutional Review Board  

2500 California Plaza • Omaha, Nebraska 68178  phone: 402.280.2126 • fa  
402.280.4766 • email: irb@creighton.edu  

DATE: March 24, 2016  

TO: Michelle Mozzar 

FROM: Creighton University IRB-02 Social Behavioral 

PROJECT TITLE: [879134-1] Discovering the Meaning of having it all for Working 
Professional Mothers, A Qualitative Study  

SUBMISSION TYPE: New Project  

ACTION: DETERMINATION OF EXEMPT STATUS 

DECISION DATE: March 24, 2016  

REVIEW CATEGORY: Exemption category # 2/3  

Thank you for your submission of New Project materials for this project. The following 
items were reviewed in this submission:  

• ApplicationForm-114.1BApplicationforDeterminationofExemptStatusSurveys-
interview- observation.doc (UPDATED: 03/16/2016)  

• ConsentForm-ConsentForm-3.doc(UPDATED:03/23/2016)  

• Creighton-IRBApplicationForm-Creighton-
IRBApplicationForm(UPDATED:03/16/2016)  

• Letter-InvitationtoParticipate.docx(UPDATED:03/8/2016)  

• Proposal-DissertationProposal2016-Final.docx(UPDATED:03/23/2016)  
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• Questionnaire/Survey-Demongraphicquestionnaire.docx(UPDATED:03/9/2016) 

This project has been determined to be exempt from Federal Policy for Protection 
of Human Subjects as per 45CFR46.101 (b) 2/3.  

All protocol amendments and changes are to be submitted to the IRB and may not 
be implemented until approved by the IRB. Please use the modification form 
when submitting changes.  

If you have any questions, please contact Christine Scheuring at 402-280-3364 or 
christinescheuring@creighton.edu. Please include your project title and reference 
number in all correspondence with this committee.  

This letter has been electronically signed in accordance with all applicable 
regulations, and a copy is retained within Creighton University IRB-02 Social 
Behavioral's records.  

- 1 - Generated on IRBNet  
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Appendix D 
Sample Letter to Participate in Study 

 
 
 

Study Title: Women and the Pursuit of having it all 
 
Dear Potential Participant, 
 
I am a doctoral candidate in the Interdisciplinary Leadership program at Creighton 
University. I am conducting research on the phenomenon of women and their pursuit to 
“Have it All.” I hope to gain a better understanding of the challenges working mothers 
face as they balance both their obligations at work and the responsibilities of family. I 
want to explore how mothers are coping today and to better understand personal life 
goals and whether working mother’s perception of having it all has evolved based on the 
changing family dynamics and societal expectations. 
 
I would like to invite you to participate in this study. Please know that all information 
obtained during the interview process will remain confidential. You would be asked to 
complete a short survey and participate in a recorded interview with the researcher. All 
information will be kept in a secure location. The written survey is expected to take 
approximately 5-10 minutes and the interview will likely be 45 minutes to one hour.  
 
If you decide to participate, you will have an opportunity to review the questions prior to 
the start of the interview and can opt out of any questions that you do not feel 
comfortable answering. In addition, you can end the interview or withdraw from the 
study at any time.  
 
If you have any questions please feel free to contact me at 
michellemozzar@creighton.edu or 612-770-8980. You may also contact my faculty 
advisor, Dr. Moss Breen at jennifermossbreen@creighton.edu or 402-280-3952.  
 
If you would like to participate, please contact me via e-mail or phone. Thank you for 
your consideration.  
 
 
Kindest Regards, 
 
 
Michelle Mozzar 
612-770-8980 
michellemozzar@creighton.edu 
  

mailto:michellemozzar@creighton.edu
mailto:jennifermossbreen@creighton.edu
mailto:michellemozzar@creighton.edu
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Appendix E 

CREIGHTON UNIVERSITY RESEARCH INFORMED CONSENT 

Protocol Title: Discovering the meaning of having it all for Working Professional 
Mothers, A Qualitative Study 
Protocol Number IRB # 879134-1 
Principal Investigator’s Name: Michelle Mozzar 
Principal Investigator’s Address and Telephone Number: 10613 Maple Blvd, Woodbury, 
MN 55129 (612-770-8980) 
 
Name of Participant:      
 
INTRODUCTION  
 
Study Purpose and Procedures 
 
I am a doctoral candidate in the Interdisciplinary Leadership program at Creighton 
University. I am conducting research on the phenomenon of women and their pursuit to 
“Have it All.” I hope to gain a better understanding of the challenges working mothers 
face as they balance both their obligations at work and the responsibilities of family. I 
want to explore how mothers are coping today and to better understand personal life 
goals and whether working mother’s perception of having it all has evolved based on the 
changing family dynamics and societal expectations. 

I would like to invite you to participate in this study. You have been selected as you meet 
the desired demographics of participants for this study (working professional mother with 
children under the age of eighteen years in your care). You would be asked to complete a 
short survey and participate in an audio recorded interview with the researcher. The 
written survey is expected to take approximately 5-10 minutes and the interview will 
likely be 45 minutes to one hour.  

If you decide to participate, you will have an opportunity to review the questions prior to 
the start of the interview and can opt out of any questions that you do not feel 
comfortable answering. I am available to answer any questions you may have about the 
research study or the interview process.  
 
Benefits of Participating in the Study 
There are no direct benefits to the participant partaking in this research. It is hoped, that 
the information shared will add to the body of knowledge that exists to aid in continued 
transformation in both the workplace and societal norms.  

. 
Risks of Participating in the Study 

• No more risk than is encountered in everyday life is expected. 
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• A possible risk involved in this study involves the potential social and 
psychological risks associated with accidental disclosure of confidential 
information from the data collected throughout the study. Methods of storing and 
securing data are designed to minimize this risk.  

 
Confidentiality 
 
We will do everything we can to keep your records confidential. However, it cannot be 
guaranteed. We may need to report certain information to agencies as required by law. 
 
Both records that identify you and this consent form signed by you may be looked at by 
others. The list of people who may look at you research records are: 
 

• The investigator  
• The Creighton University Institutional Review Board (IRB) and other internal 

departments that provide support and oversight at Creighton University  
 

We may present the research findings at professional meetings or publish the results of 
this research study in relevant journals. However, we will always keep your name, 
address, or other identifying information private. 
 
The interviews will be audio recorded and professionally transcribed. The audio 
recording will be stored in a locked office and destroyed after three years.  
 
Compensation for Participation 

• There will be no compensation for participating in this study 
 
Contact Information 

 
Principal Investigator: Michelle Mozzar (612) 770-8980 or 
michellemozzar@creighton.edu 
Committee Chairperson: Dr. Jennifer Moss Breen (402) 280-3952 or 
jennifermossbreen@creighton.edu 
 
PARTICIPATION CLAUSE 
 
You are free to refuse to participate in this research project or to withdraw your consent 
and discontinue participation in the project at any time without penalty or loss of benefits 
to which you are otherwise entitled, or any effect on your medical care. 
 
The Creighton University Institutional Review Board (IRB) offers you an opportunity 
(anonymously if you so choose) to discuss problems, concerns, and questions; obtain 
information; or offer input about this project with an IRB administrator who is not 
associated with this particular research project. You may call or write to the Institutional 
Review Board at (402) 280-2126; address the letter to the Institutional Review Board, 

mailto:michellemozzar@creighton.edu
mailto:jennifermossbreen@creighton.edu
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Creighton University, 2500 California Plaza, Omaha, NE 68178 or by email at 
irb@creighton.edu.  
 
A copy of this form has been given to me.  _________ Subject’s Initials 
 
For the Research Investigator—I have discussed with this subject (and, if required, the 
subject’s guardian) the procedure(s) described above and the risks involved; I believe 
he/she understands the contents of the consent document and is competent to give legally 
effective and informed consent. 
 
 
__________________________________  __________________ 
Signature of Responsible Investigator Date Signed 
 
 

Bill of Rights for Research Participants 
 
As a participant in a research study, you have the right: 

1. To have enough time to decide whether or not to be in the research study, and to 
make that decision without any pressure from the people who are conducting the 
research.  

2. To refuse to be in the study at all, or to stop participating at any time after you 
begin the study. 

3. To be told what the study is trying to find out, what will happen to you, and what 
you will be asked to do if you are in the study. 

4. To be told about the reasonably foreseeable risks of being in the study. 

5. To be told about the possible benefits of being in the study. 

6. To be told whether there are any costs associated with being in the study and 
whether you will be compensated for participating in the study. 

7. To be told who will have access to information collected about you and how your 
confidentiality will be protected. 

8. To be told whom to contact with questions about the research, about research-
related injury, and about your rights as a research subject. 

9. If the study involves treatment or therapy: 

a. To be told about the other non-research treatment choices you have. 

b. To be told where treatment is available should you have a research-related 
injury, and who will pay for research-related treatment. 
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