
WORKING WIVES NEED SOMEONE TO TAKE CARE OF 

THE HOMEFRONT WHILE THEY TAKE CARE OF BUSINESS. WITHOUT A "WIFE," 

WOMEN FACE BURNOUT UNDERACHIEVEMENT AND STRESS 

FROM DOING 

By KAREN WORLEY 

Current society 
structures and mores 
prevent women from 
living up to their 
potential, says Dr. Ann 
Rosenow, a researcher of 
family-career role 
conflict. "Since 
humans are 
society's most 
valuable resource," 
she says, "we're 
potentially robbing 
SOCiety of 
contributions from 
half of Its 
members." 



NEVER MIND thE' posh paychecks 
and career satisfaction. All is not well 
with LOday's two·career couples. 

As wives ex perience conflict from 
the multiple roles as worker, sl>ouse 
and mother, marriages may be strained. 
Without the maps previous generations 
fnlJowed, co uples are winging it throu~h 
a transiiion period neither rea ll y 
understands. 

The primary responsibility for home 
management and child care continues 
LO fallon women's shoulders, says Dr. 
Ann Rosenow, associat.e dean and direc· 
tor of graduate st ud ies in the School of 
Nursing. At best, society meets wives' 
career success with ambivale nce; at 
worst, subt le sahotage or outright 
hostil ity. 

"Because of that, ca reer women 
need even more su pport than men, and 
the support systems just are n't there," 
says Rose now, who has been studying 
family-career connict since her disser· 
tation research at the Un iversity of 
Chi cago in 1981. "Not on ly does she not 
have a wife, she also is ex pected to be 
one." 

The researcher, teacher, adminis
trator and registered nurse has written 
a chapter, "Withoul a Wife," for a book, 
Socialization, Sexism and Stereotyp
ing; gives seminars on the subject; and 
has been interviewed by journalists 
from all over the world. 

Fifty percent of married women 
without children, 48 percent of married 
women with children under 6, and 61 
percent of married women with children 
ages 6 to 17 are in the labor force. Yel, 
they have little potential for receiving 
practical help with child care and home 
management; receiving emotional sup· 
port in terms of advice, sym pathy and 
encouragement for their professional 
ro les; and receiving direct contribu
tions-researching a work project, pre
paring a resum e or attending important 
social functions-to their career ad
vancement, she says. 

While attitudes and behavior of 
women have changed, traditional family 
attitudes and social structures haven't. 
The "ideal" professional career, in our 
society, is a two-person situation-a 
man with a supportive wife who manages 
home and ch ild care, and nurtures his 
career commitments. 

Some career choices-medicine, 
re ligion and public service-make it 

doubly difficult for spouses to have a 
career of their own. 

An example is UniveNity President 
C. Peter Magrath and his wife, Di ane 
Skomars Magrat.h. When they married in 
1078, she left. her career in student 
activities to coordinate the heavy social 
responsibi lities of her husband's posi· 
tion. The twist in Magrath's situation is 
that he pays her S3/),000 of his 5100,000 
salary. 

"Maybe this is the new wave, the 
new direction we need to go in," 
Hoscnow says. It raises some questions, 
such as: Should someone without a 
spouse be paid less? Should corpora
tio ns budget in S30,000 for a spouse's 
sa lary? Do we expect husbands to fill 
the spouse role? 

In the meantim e, "Can a woman 
have a successful career without a 
wife?" she asks. Probably not. Some 
women might reduce interference by 
choosing not to marry or have children. 
However, "women should not have to 
make those choices any mo re than men 
have had to make those choices ." 
Rosenow's research wi th nurses indicate 
women who do both encoun ter fatigue, 
burnout, underachievement, needl ess 
stress and, ultimately, health problems. 

Since career women are never 
going to have wives, Rosenow recom
mends substitutes for practical, emo
tional and direct·aid support. 

CREATIVE COMBINATIONS offami
ly and employed help are sources of 
practical support. Although not an op· 
tion for most, 15 percent of the success
ful nurses Rosenow studied had house· 
husbands. If affordable, hired help is a 
blessing, "but there are still a million 
small details left to do in the manage
ment of the home," Rosenow says. Of 
co urse, families can lower their stan
dards, but it's the woman who will be 
evaluated negatively when guests drop 
by unexpectedly. 

In her research, Rosenow inter· 
viewed women who said they had sup· 
portive husbands, when, in fact, their 
husbands merely allowed or tolerated 
their careers. One told Rosenow, "My 
husband is happy that I work, but I 
can't work late because I have to be 
home to get dinner." 

If this so unds familiar, Rosenow 
advises comm un icating to the family in 
a non·threatening, cooperative manner. 

"Present the problem, not the solutio n. 
Seek the family's input. Come up with a 
solution everybody can live with." 

As one worki ng mother says, "Prac
tical su pport makes the house run, bu t 
emot.iona! support helps me ru n. " 
Hosenow found that professional col
leagues are women's major source of 
emotional support. Professional and 
soc ial organizations, women's groups 
and networks also scored high. Books, 
maga?ines and television programs can 
help, too. 

To further their careers, working 
women, just like men, need direct aid, 
such as help writing speeches or doing 
research. Often colleagues who provide 
direct aid are emotionally supportive as 
well, she says. 

THE WORKING WORLD was set up 
for men, not women, and employers 
need to tune into that, Rosenow says. If 
women do have primary responsibility 
for home and family, they need nex i
bilitywhen children get sick. Ifday·ca re 
centers were close by, mothers could 
take an hour off work to breast·feed 
their babies, or fathers could have 
lunch with their children. The resu lt 
would be happier, more productive 
em ployees. 

The current work world supports 
the fast track, however. From research, 
Rosenow found the most successful 
women had uninterrupted career pat
terns; They went straight from college 
into their careers, maybe taking a year 
off for graduate studies or six weeks for 
maternity leaves. Part-time work had 
the least correlation with success. 

"ParHime work needs to be looked 
at as a career, not a diversion," Rosenow 
says. 

As work structures and policies 
change to accommodate new attitudes, 
patterns for family life and careers will 
emerge so that both women and men get 
the support they need. 

IIDlJAirCAREERCOlJPLES can work 
out beautifully, but. it takes awareness, 
negotiation and work." Couples of today 
are the pioneers in changi ng philosophy 
that home and family life are sha red 
responsibilities. 

"That's the difference between 
tolerance and active support. It runs 
much deeper than deciding who does 
the dishes." 0 
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