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The Breadwinner Next Door

The New Face of Today’s Primary Provider

If we can see past preconceived limitations, then the possibilities are endless.

—AMY PURDY, PARALYMPIAN AND ENTREPRENEUR

HOLD UP. REWIND. So how did I get to that middle-of-the-night money epiphany that I described in the introduction? The same way most of us reach our financial breaking point: slowly, then all at once.

By the time I’d reached my late twenties, I was a staff writer at a national news magazine, living in a trendy Brooklyn neighborhood. I had a killer wardrobe and a full social calendar. From the outside, I looked like I had it all together.

But it was an illusion. The truth was, I was broke.

I’d racked up more than a thousand dollars in credit card debt and had a little less than that in savings in the bank. I was focused mostly on keeping my head above water financially and getting from one paycheck to the next. I wasn’t worried much about investing for my future because I assumed I’d be sharing it with someone else who was thinking about all that. I wasn’t worrying about how to earn enough to provide for a family because I assumed my future spouse would be the main earner.

I remember feeling tangible relief when I’d moved in with the man who would become my husband. Victor was then a research analyst at a startup, earning quite a bit more than I was. He had no debt. He was investing—not just in a retirement plan at work but in an online investment account. And as I saw his investment balance rise each month, I felt assured that things would be fine.

So for the first few years of our relationship, I’ll admit I coasted. Victor was the one who found the great deal on the one-bedroom apartment we shared in Brooklyn. When we got married, he planned and paid for most of our honeymoon to Greece. And it was fantastic. While we split the rent, bills and grocery costs down the middle, he managed our investments. And I knew if I hit a rough patch, he could cover the rent.

I tried to save some money from each check, but if an unplanned expense came up—a gift for a colleague’s baby shower or an unexpected trip to urgent care—I often tapped that meager savings or used my credit card. When we moved in together, I had a new personal pension plan through work, but I was contributing the 3 percent default amount my company had selected and not a penny more. I had no clue whether that would be enough to cover my retirement. It didn’t seem all that important at the time. Like a lot of women my age, I figured I had decades of steadily growing paychecks ahead—plus a partner who was already investing for both of us.

Then something happened that I hadn’t counted on. Victor started having financial challenges of his own. The startup went under and he took a series of lower-paying contract jobs. He eventually got a full-time offer from a magazine he loved, but not for the job or the salary he wanted. Suddenly it seemed like we were struggling to get by rather than getting ahead. The relief that I’d felt when we first moved in together was replaced by anxiety. How had I not planned for this possibility?

It hadn’t occurred to me that the man I married, who had an MBA and a better-paying job when we got engaged, might not always be in a position to take the lead in our financial lives. Or maybe I didn’t want to consider that possibility because I wasn’t sure I could (or wanted to) fill that role.

Even after my midnight wake-up call, when I realized I’d need to step up financially, I still struggled emotionally with the fact that I hadn’t prepared for this scenario. Throughout my life, I’d gotten the message that I just needed to be able to cover my bills and save some for a rainy day and a far-off retirement. I didn’t really need to think like a breadwinner because I would marry someone who did.

Now, for the first time, I began to grasp the hazards of that assumption.

The Accidental Breadwinners

Some women have a breadwinning mindset from the start and make the kinds of money choices that will set them up for life. (We’ll meet a lot of them in this book!) But a lot of us still aren’t raised that way, so we start thinking about how to support our future, or a family, only when it becomes necessary. And that can feel pretty jarring at first.

Around the same time I had my awakening, I started to notice other women around my age having similar revelations—finding themselves in situations they never expected to face.

One evening I was having cocktails downtown with a former magazine colleague, a bright blonde in her midthirties who was a successful editor, and single. When I asked her how work was going, she looked me in the eye. “I’m exhausted, Jenn. I have worked my butt off for nearly fifteen years without a break,” she said, tears suddenly welling up in her eyes. “Am I going to have to do this for the rest of my life?”

The possibility that she might have to support herself for life had only recently occurred to her. By this point, she told me, she’d expected to be married with kids—not playing the dating game in New York City, an increasingly high-stakes exercise that often ended in frustration. I knew the long hours she worked and the effort she’d already put into her career to get where she was. But while her job came with prestige, plus the pressure to be well coiffed and well dressed, it did not come with a huge salary. She was largely still living paycheck to paycheck. She’d seen marriage as offering relief from that cycle, so she hadn’t set aside much money for her future. Now when she looked ahead, she saw years of work and financial catch-up ahead of her. “I feel like I’m on a hamster wheel and I can’t get off,” she said. “I never expected it to be like this.”

Not long after, over dinner one night at a French restaurant in midtown Manhattan, my friend Jessica told me that the man she’d been dating didn’t want to have kids. But she did. Initially, she’d thought she might convince him to change his mind. But she’d recently come to terms with the fact that if she wanted a baby, she might need to have and raise that child herself—something she had not prepared for financially. She was worried that she couldn’t support a child on her own, but at thirty-eight, she didn’t feel she had much more time to think about it.

Within months of our conversation, Jessica had broken up with her boyfriend and gone to a sperm bank. She left her job at a daily newspaper to take a public relations role at a hospital that paid more and offered better benefits and a more predictable work schedule. She had her son just before she turned forty. And—poof—just like that, she became a breadwinning single mom, a role she never expected to be in. She loved being a mom but confided later that she was still surprised at the way it had unfolded. “I never planned for this,” she told me.

In the months that followed, I began to take note of other women I knew, not just in New York but around the country, faced with responsibilities and circumstances they hadn’t expected. In the span of a year, two more friends in their late thirties became single moms, a transition that wasn’t easy for either financially. Two other friends were in the midst of getting a divorce, each with young kids they would need to support. Another friend’s husband lost his job, and her salary, which was considerably lower, became the only source of income for their family of four for several months—requiring the family to move to a smaller apartment and cut many of their expenses.

Even friends who weren’t shouldering all the financial responsibilities were feeling like they should play a more active role in their household finances.

Diane, a senior manager at a telecom company, said her husband had initially taken the lead in managing their investments. “He said he was building wealth for our future, and I wanted to believe what he was saying. But I should have pushed him for more details earlier,” she told me. She later learned that they weren’t earning nearly as much as he’d implied from the investments and that their financial situation wasn’t as secure as she’d thought. “I had a very different perception of our net worth than turned out to be the case,” said Diane. “Had I known, I would have made some very different money decisions.”

I soon discovered these sorts of conversations were happening among women all over the country as we realized that this narrative many of us were fed—that we don’t have to take full financial responsibility for ourselves and our futures—had left us vulnerable and without real agency over our lives.

What Changed?

What was going on here? How was it that so many smart, ambitious, well-educated women were finding themselves in situations they hadn’t prepared for? It was as if we’d all wandered blithely through our twenties and into our thirties, working hard in our careers, yes, but with the underlying assumption that at some point we’d be able to slow down. At some point we’d have a partner to help cover the bills and future plans.

We’d saved money, but mostly for short-term goals—like a new couch or a flight to visit family for the holidays. We weren’t thinking about saving money for a retirement we might be primarily responsible for covering, or to pay all the bills if a spouse lost a job, or to be able to afford to have and raise a baby solo. We weren’t thinking about preparing financially for the possibility of supporting ourselves for the long term—much less supporting anyone else.

And yet, as we entered our mid-thirties or forties, we found ourselves facing one of those scenarios. And we were left reeling. It felt as if someone had unexpectedly changed the plotline halfway through our story and left us wondering, How did I end up here?

As a financial journalist, my instinct was to take a deep dive into the data to look for clues. I spent hours poring over U.S. Census Bureau and Department of Labor reports, studying demographic trends. I started asking questions—of friends, coworkers, gender studies experts, and financial advisors—trying to determine where our assumptions had come from and what they were based on, if not reality.

What I discovered is that for many women raised in a middle-class household—whether we were born in the 1970s or the ’90s—a lot of the ideas and expectations we picked up around money aren’t just disempowering; they’re outdated. Our parents may have passed along what they’d experienced or believed would be true for us. But many of the long-standing assumptions upon which their ideas were based no longer apply.

The number of new marriages has been declining in much of the U.K. since 1972. That year, about 426,000 opposite-sex couples got married in England and Wales. In 2016, just 243,000 did. Meanwhile, the number of single people has been growing. The single, never-married population rose by 3.9 million between 2002 and 2017, while the married population only grew by 1.2 million in the same period, according to data on England and Wales.

The average age of first-time mothers has also risen, from just under twenty-four years old in 1970 to nearly twenty-nine today, according to the most recent data for England and Wales. And more of us are raising those kids by ourselves. One in three British mothers in working families earn at least half of the total household earnings. And 44 per cent of them are single parents. Over the last two decades, employment among single parents—mainly comprised of women—has risen dramatically, from 47 percent in 1996 to 66 percent in 2014.

What’s particularly telling is that the birth rate for unmarried teens and single moms without a college degree—historically the group with the highest rates of single motherhood—has actually decreased sharply over the last decade in the U.S. (Similarly, in the U.K., the average age of a single parent is now 39 years old—less than one percent of single parents are teens.) Meanwhile, birth rates have grown among unmarried women thirty-five years or older. “I don’t think people realize that there are a lot of older women now who are having babies deliberately, single mothers by choice,” Isabel Sawhill, a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution, told the New York Times in 2015.

Of course, when we’re fantasizing about our futures, we probably aren’t picturing ourselves among those numbers. Jessica and my other friends certainly weren’t. Who wants to believe that we may not find a partner as early as we hope or that we may end up raising kids on our own? Most of us are still trying to wrap our heads around the idea of being financially responsible for ourselves. This doesn’t mean we’re all destined to end up divorced or to stay single a lot longer than we’d planned. But it means we can’t necessarily count on a partner picking up most of the expenses or the financial responsibility for our future—even if we were raised to believe we could.

Taking Charge of Our Own Destiny

It’s not just that men are trained from a young age to be providers, but that women are actually discouraged from thinking of ourselves as breadwinners every step of the way—steered into lower-paying fields and urged to spend money on disposable items that make us more attractive rather than investing in assets that can grow in value and make us wealthy. Billions of marketing dollars and years of cultural conditioning are still aimed at keeping women in debt and focused on spending; thinking of ourselves as consumers, not providers; and equating dependency with security.

“But if I become the breadwinner, who will take care of me?” one thirty-five-year-old marketing manager asked me when we discussed the likely possibility that she would outearn a partner. And I get it. Millions of us have been brought up to believe that “being taken care of” by a man means he’s carrying the bulk of the financial responsibilities.

The fantasy of being taken care of financially is seductive—on the surface anyway. That’s one reason it’s persisted for so long, even in the face of shifting data. A 2015 Georgetown study, “Who Should Bring Home the Bacon?,” found that even with the rise of dual-income households, the majority of men and women still said they prefer the husband to be the primary earner.

At first, counting on a man to be the main earner can feel like a relief. In fact, it can seem perfectly natural. My own dad was the sole provider when I was young, allowing my mom to stop working for a while to care for my sister and me. The moms of many of my friends had done the same.

But here’s the problem. That setup is not just unrealistic for many of us now; it’s also precarious. Being dependent on a partner to fund your future means that you have less control over how that future turns out. And having a partner who outearns you and covers most expenses now doesn’t guarantee it will be that way for good—or even for long.

For one thing, as you’ve probably heard, nearly half of all marriages end in divorce.

I know. That’s a bummer to think about. But even if you feel certain your union is for life, it doesn’t hurt to be prepared just in case. Most of the time if someone tells us there is a nearly 50 percent possibility of a certain outcome, we’ll prepare for it. Fifty percent chance of rain today? We bring an umbrella. Fifty percent chance that the path of that hurricane is going to cut through our city? We stock up on flashlights, batteries, and other supplies. Fifty percent chance that a coin toss will end in our favor? We’re not going to bet all our money on tails.

But none of us goes into marriage thinking about the probability that the union may not last. (Where’s the romance in that?) In fact, we’re discouraged from talking or even thinking about divorce. Almost every marriage entails some entangling of finances, but preparing for the possibility that we may need to disentangle them again someday isn’t just depressing; it flies in the face of the “happily ever after” narrative and intense marketing that tells us true love—like a diamond—is forever.

Still, the fact is that there’s a decent chance we’ll end up single again, even if we tell ourselves it won’t happen to us. And research shows that women usually get the short end of the stick in a divorce. A 2021 survey by the Legal & General pension group found that women’s household income in the U.K. fell by 33 percent following a divorce—nearly double the impact on men post-divorce. The legal costs alone of a divorce can add up to tens of thousands of dollars. But having your own money means that if a marriage isn’t working, you won’t feel stuck in it for financial reasons—and if your spouse initiates the divorce, you’ll be okay financially.

When Gloria got married in her twenties, she worked at a nonprofit organization in Washington, D.C., and her husband worked in technology. “He was making good money, so I didn’t think I needed to make a lot,” she said. “He made all the decisions. He picked the house. He chose the car. I just put my paycheck into our joint account, which seems silly now. But I didn’t think there was anything wrong with it at the time.”

Then in 2016, when their three sons ranged from five to thirteen years old, Gloria and her husband got divorced, and she got full custody. Even with the child support payments, she says she struggled financially after the split. “No way did I ever imagine being in this position,” said Gloria, who eventually got a better-paying job as a budget analyst in Maryland and began picking up side jobs like event planning and freelance writing to earn extra income. “Now my focus is really on making more money. My mindset has changed since the divorce. I still love a good romance story. I still believe in all of that. But I also believe that things happen—and it doesn’t just have to be a divorce. We need to be realistic and have our own money, and plan for those possibilities from the beginning.”

Here’s the other thing to consider: Even if you do stay married, the likelihood that your spouse will outearn you is slipping. A paradigm shift is underway in the breadwinning model.

Over the last half century, the percentage of families in which only a father works has fallen by half, to just one in five families. Not only are more women working, but in nearly 40 percent of heterosexual marriages, we are now bringing home the bigger paycheck. An estimated 15 million wives were the primary earners in their household pre-pandemic, more than 30 percent of them because their spouses were unemployed. And that didn’t include the estimated 6.5 million unmarried women in cohabiting opposite- or same-sex couples who were the primary earners.

In one 2018 NBC News–Wall Street Journal poll, 49 percent of employed women in the United States said that they were their family’s main breadwinner. Even in the midst of the coronavirus pandemic, as millions of Americans lost their jobs (and women were disproportionately affected), a 2020 report by the Institute for Women’s Policy Research calculated that moms were still contributing at least 40 percent of household earnings in half of the more than 30 million U.S. families with kids under age eighteen.

You may think that means we’re already getting more comfortable taking the lead when it comes to making and managing money. But when I dug into the data and interviewed women who were the main providers for their households, it became clear this was not often the case. If we all expected to be breadwinners, do you think we’d still accept being paid 85 pence (or less) for every pound a man earns? Or that we’d still significantly outnumber men in the lowest-paying career fields while men continue to outnumber us in the highest-paying roles across every sector? No matter how successful we are in our careers and in other areas of our lives, too many of us still manage our money begrudgingly, often handing the financial reins over to the men in our lives instead.

The Changing Face of Today’s Breadwinner

So if the assumptions haven’t changed, how is it that so many women became the sole or primary breadwinner for their families?

The economic downturn of 2008 played a pivotal role. In the past dozen years, the main-earner role flipped within many marriages after millions of men lost their jobs. The recession created the largest jobless rate among American men since World War II. Men in the U.S. lost 5.4 million jobs between December 2007 and June 2009—more than double the number of jobs that women lost. Some of those jobs never came back.

So millions of women became the main earners by default.

Many men—like my husband—found themselves struggling to maintain the same income and lifestyle that their own fathers had. The average guy today is earning less in inflation-adjusted terms than his dad made at the same age. The percentage of men working today is actually lower than it was a decade ago and is expected to continue to decline.

Meanwhile, the number of women in the workforce has grown. In the 1950s, fewer than 40 percent of women between the ages of twenty-five and fifty-four worked. By 2019, more than 75 percent of women in that age group did. At the end of 2019, for the first time, more women than men were in the workforce. While the coronavirus pandemic wiped out some of the job gains women have made, the number was expected to rebound as the economy did and as regular school schedules and childcare help resumed. Even in the pandemic, women’s earnings continued to account for a significant percentage of many households’ total income.

I wish I could say that my late-night wake-up call was immediately followed by a breakthrough in thinking about my money and my ability to grow it. But the sudden recognition that I shouldn’t depend on my husband initially left me reeling.

When I spoke with other women in similar positions, they told me they’d experienced the same sort of vertiginous feelings as they confronted the voice inside that whispered, This isn’t the way it was supposed to be.

Soon after she got married in her twenties, Akima, a thirty-eight-year-old who runs a production company in Georgia, began outearning her husband. Looking back, she can see there were plenty of signs that she would wind up as the breadwinner; when he was still finishing his bachelor’s degree, she was already wrapping up her master’s. Still, she said, she continued to tell herself he’d catch up soon. “The reality is that men usually make more than women, and I thought he had the potential to surpass me. I really didn’t expect to be the breadwinner for long—I thought the gap would close. Instead, it got wider,” said Akima, who eventually got divorced and is raising their son.

Susan, a healthcare consultant in Chicago and mother of two, knew she would be the main earner initially because she got a great-paying job straight out of school. “Ultimately, though, I thought our salaries would end up being comparable—in fact, I thought we would be this great power couple,” she remembered. She didn’t count on her husband being laid off early in his career. She never imagined that he would struggle for several months to find another job. Even after he found a new role, her earnings continued to far exceed his, and she carried most of the financial responsibilities. “It turned out to be the opposite of what I’d expected,” she said.

The crux of the resistance so many women feel about becoming, or even identifying as, a breadwinner often comes back to that: We never expected to be in a position to have to provide for ourselves—much less anyone else—for the long term. So we feel unprepared to assume the role.

Women are more comfortable leaning into their careers, but still don’t expect to be the main earner in the household, Marianne Cooper, Ph.D., a sociologist at the Women’s Leadership Innovation Lab at Stanford University, told me. “Culturally there’s been a huge transformation with women becoming breadwinners, but there has not been as much of a shift in identity and then, literally, in [learning] the skills that help you do it. There’s this discourse that women need to be financially empowered, but then there’s this competing discourse that someone will take care of you,” Cooper said. “Traditional gender norms are really hard to upend.”

I definitely felt that. But once I was finally able to let go of what I’d thought my role as a woman, wife, and mother “should” look like and embrace the breadwinner mindset, it profoundly changed my life—and even my marriage—for the better. It was as if I’d unlocked a whole new range of possibilities for my life. (That’s why I’m writing this book!) And many of the breadwinner-minded women I interviewed told me they’d experienced a similar transformation. You’ll meet some of them in the coming chapters.

What I’ve come to realize is that, whether it’s planned for or not, women are increasingly likely to be the primary financial support for themselves, and maybe others, too. The reality is, we can’t afford not to think like a breadwinner anymore.

And whether or not we do become the main earner in a relationship, adopting a breadwinning mindset can help us feel more empowered and confident about our capabilities and our futures.

So why aren’t more of us being raised as breadwinners already? I set off to find out.
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What’s Been Baked into Us

Questioning Our Assumptions About Money

I believe had I been a boy, I wouldn’t have had this incredibly slothful attitude toward money—because I wouldn’t have been allowed to.

—FRAN LEBOWITZ

I REMEMBER LAUGHING with my sister a few years ago when her daughter, then in elementary school, declared that “only women are doctors.” It was an understandable assumption: She had yet to meet a male physician. My sister is a doctor in a suburb of Washington, D.C., and her daughter’s pediatrician was also a woman. Initially my niece wanted to follow in their footsteps. Then she decided she wanted to be an astronaut. And then a couple of years later, just as I was starting to wonder if things might be shifting for girls of her generation, my niece, newly adorned in pink dresses and sparkly headbands, informed us that she had scrapped her astronaut ambitions altogether. “I want to be a princess,” she announced.

Even for Gen Z girls, it seems, the fairy-tale fantasy still holds sway. My niece would go on to dress up as different Disney princesses four years in a row on Halloween, a costume choice so popular among female trick-or-treaters that my sister says she was swept up annually in a sea of tulle and tiaras.

“Snow White, Belle, Aurora  . . . What little girl wouldn’t want to be a Disney princess? Wouldn’t want long, flowy hair, and wouldn’t want to make a wish in a well and have the perfect life?” asked Anya Dubner, a high school student and the teenage daughter of Freakonomics podcast host Stephen Dubner, in an October 2019 episode. “What you want is probably, because of Disney, this fantasy life where everything is so easy, and everything is perfect, and you find a prince. [But] having your ideal life be so easy to achieve is a really bad message to send to anybody  . . . especially to girls.”

True, we’re mostly over the idea of being saved by Prince Charming, but vestiges of that narrative still stick stubbornly to our subconscious as girls—and even as fully grown women. While the princess stories have evolved, some elements never seem to change. The heroines are still conventionally beautiful, with flowing locks and the wide-eyed, dewy glow of youth. And it’s still their looks, rather than their smarts, that tend to draw the attention of men (and often the envy of women). “Pretty” and “princess” are synonymous, and evil and ugly are almost inevitably linked in these fairy tales. And while our heroines may be smart, adventurous, and independent-minded, they never have to worry about their income and ultimately end up finding their prince.

Is it any wonder then that so many women spend years building up their hopes instead of building up their wealth?

It’s not just Disney that has perpetuated this fantasy. The fact is, if you’re a woman, you’ve probably been lied to about wealth, and the importance of building it, your whole life. But wait, you may be thinking, hasn’t there been a ton of attention paid in recent years to women and money? Yes. And in particular, much has been made of the gender pay gap: that, overall, women in the United States still earn just 82 cents for every dollar men do, and Black, Latina, and Native American women earn even less.

But then there’s the gender wealth gap. We don’t spend nearly as much time talking about that. And it is much wider than the pay gap. On average, single women in the U.S. have just one-third the net worth that single men do. (“Net worth” meaning the money you have built up in investments, savings, and your home versus the money you owe.)

Unless something changes, that wealth gap is unlikely to close anytime soon. Women are still earning less and setting aside far less for their future than men are. In one recent report from the Transamerica Center for Retirement Studies, nearly half of the women surveyed said they weren’t confident they’d be able to retire comfortably. And with good reason: The center found that women’s median retirement savings amounted to a third of men’s. A 2018 study from Merrill Lynch and the research firm Age Wave estimated that, by the time they reach retirement age, a man will have made as much as $1 million more in cumulative earnings than a woman.

Maybe a gap like that was okay fifty years ago, when the vast majority of households were supported by male breadwinners, and one income was enough to provide a comfortable life for a family of four. Back then most Americans could also count on company pensions and Social Security to support them in retirement. But that’s not the case anymore. Yet we still aren’t being told or taught to build our incomes and wealth in the same way men are. In fact, we’re often discouraged from going after more money.

“Despite the numbers, we still believe—and it’s infused in what we teach our children—that men are the breadwinners, and for women, it’s optional,” Marianne Cooper, the sociologist at Stanford’s Women’s Leadership Innovation Lab, told me. And this assumption that men bear most of the responsibility for earning and investing the money, while women are in charge of spending it, continues to inform the way parents talk to their sons and daughters about money.

Cooper said even she fell victim initially to the belief. “I considered myself to be financially independent because I was able to take care of myself—I didn’t need a guy to pay the bills or to pick up the check. But I was missing the larger point,” she told me. “Being able to take care of yourself today financially isn’t the same thing as being financially independent or financially empowered. Being financially independent means being in a position to take care of yourself for life and to afford the life you want, independent of whether you end up sharing it with someone or not.”

Girls Budget; Boys Invest

Still, survey after survey finds parents are more likely to teach their sons core breadwinning skills like how to build credit and invest their money. Girls, meanwhile, are more likely to be taught how to track their spending and budget.

A GiftCards.com survey found that girls even get less money from their parents, with boys in high school and elementary school receiving roughly twenty dollars more on Christmas, three dollars more for completing chores, and one dollar more for allowance. “Girls are paid less, and are taught that they need to save and budget, while boys are paid more and taught about investing and credit scores,” Bri Godwin, a media relations associate for GiftCards.com, told Fast Company in 2019.

Is it any surprise then that the gender wage and wealth gaps persist? Or that women end up with less credit and less money invested than men do?

At the heart of this is the fact that even today many parents are still holding on to two deep-rooted beliefs: that their sons will become the main providers for their families and that their daughters will get married. While women are seen as financial contributors who are able to have their own careers, we’re still expected to be the ones in charge of managing the household budget (and often the household)—not managing the investments. We’re taught how to budget our money but not how to grow it.

More boys than girls also report that their parents talk with them about setting financial goals. And in an annual survey produced by investment management firm T. Rowe Price, twice as many boys as girls reported having access to credit cards and accompanying lessons on how to use them. The same survey also found that, across the board, boys feel smarter about money and better prepared for their financial future.

Often this isn’t the result of any conscious decision by parents to withhold credit- and wealth-building advice from their daughters. It’s that we still haven’t wrapped our heads around the idea that these will be essential skills for girls to master in order to succeed as adults.

Even financial advisor Judith Ward, who works at T. Rowe Price, worried that she might have talked more about money with her son than with her daughter. “I find myself looking back on the way I talked to them about money matters while they were growing up. Did I inadvertently favor my son over my daughter?” Ward asks in an essay she wrote about the results of her firm’s survey, which found that parents are more likely to talk with their sons about financial goals, credit, and saving for college. “Should I have talked to both of them more?”

Couple that mixed messaging with the incessant pressure on women to maintain our wardrobes, our homes, and our appearances, and the billions of marketing dollars aimed at encouraging us to spend our hard-earned money to do it, and it’s not hard to see why even women who move into higher-paying careers still lag behind men when it comes to saving and investing money for their futures.

Even media created by and for women tends to reinforce these old tropes about budgeting versus investing. A couple of years ago, the research firm Age Wave analyzed the money coverage in the most popular women’s magazines. Out of nearly 1,600 editorial pages it analyzed, guess how many covered financial advice? Five pages. Five! Women’s magazines are full of tips on how to shed ten pounds, look ten years younger, and pick the perfect little black dress, but not how to pick stocks or build an investment portfolio to fund our dreams and our retirement.

When publications that target women do offer money advice, the focus is typically on spending less money—not growing more of it. Anne Boden, CEO of the British bank Starling, commissioned a linguistic study a few years ago of three hundred money-related articles. She found that 90 percent of money articles aimed at women suggested spending less, while the majority of those aimed at men focused on investing and building wealth. “Women are told to cut back on coffee to save up for a new pair of shoes,” Boden told the New York Times. “With men, money is all about power suits and investing and long-term goals.”

What are women encouraged to invest in? Our wardrobes. Google “women’s investment fashion pieces” and you’ll get more than 28 million results, including headlines like “30 Investment Pieces Every Working Woman Needs by 30” from Vogue (the first: a $3,260 “neutral wool coat”) and Goop’s “Invest Wisely: 10 Classic Pieces That Pay Dividends” (including a $1,264 shirt dress). What’s an “investment piece”? It’s basically an addition to your wardrobe that costs the equivalent of your paycheck or more. Outside of a handful of vintage designer bags—which can run anywhere from a couple thousand dollars to more than $40,000 (meaning they’re out of budget for many of us)—most items in your wardrobe, even designer pieces, will typically lose value the longer you own them, especially if you’re actually using them.

Men, meanwhile, get headlines like “How to Become a Property Millionaire” (Esquire), “How to Make a Million Dollars” (GQ), and “Investing in These Stocks Now Could Make You a Millionaire Retiree” (Fool.com).

It’s worth pausing here for a quick lesson on investing. If you’d invested your paycheck in a stock fund that mirrors the FTSE 100 (we’ll get into how to do that in Chapter 7) at the beginning of 2009, your investment would have been worth more than triple its initial value a decade later. Had you “invested” that money in a new designer coat instead and tried to resell it later, you’d be lucky to get anything close to the price you paid for it. I don’t know about you, but if I’m going to invest in something, I want it to go up in value.

It’s not just that women’s magazines and websites don’t offer a lot of advice on investing in stocks and bonds and real estate—assets that are expected to increase in value over time and can provide you with additional income. It’s that the financial advice they do give tends to focus on being able to cover just the basics. Extra goes to little luxuries like new shoes or a girls’ getaway, rather than to saving for a house with a walk-in closet to put those shoes in or saving for a future that allows you and your loved ones to travel regularly. We’re encouraged to be ambitious when it comes to our careers. Why not when it comes to our money?

Understanding how millions of us have been conditioned to think about wealth differently than men have—and not in a good way—is key to creating a mindset that will empower you to build wealth like a breadwinner. The truth is, most of us need to overwrite a lot of programming we got encoded into us growing up (and even as adults) in order to confidently grow our money.

Work Optional?

“From the very beginning, we train children to have unconscious gender bias,” actor Geena Davis told The Guardian in a 2016 interview. “Even in kids’ movies there are fewer female characters, and the female characters that are there are very often valued for their looks, and don’t have the same kind of aspirations and goals and dreams as the male characters.”

Research funded by Davis’s Institute on Gender in Media found that female characters are far less likely to even be employed than their male counterparts in family films, prime-time programming, and kids’ shows. At a talk I went to in January 2020, she told the audience that her research found that 81 percent of jobs depicted in family shows are held by men. And even when women are portrayed as having a career, they typically have low-level support jobs, while the majority of high-powered, high-paying jobs—like corporate executives, real estate developers, and doctors—go to men.

It’s not hard to imagine why many women grow up thinking that work is optional when many of the female characters they see on-screen are unemployed or underemployed.

While women’s actual career opportunities and aspirations have grown significantly, our on-screen portrayals have been much slower to evolve. One recent review of advertising and gender stereotypes noted that ads continue to promote sexism and distorted female body images as valid and acceptable. While there’s been more of an awareness of the impact, with some advertisers choosing to embrace a more realistic image of women and display a “softer” side of men, such depictions remain the exception, not the norm. (Think of how much attention ads from Dove’s “Real Beauty” and Always’ #LikeAGirl campaigns got just for presenting authentic portrayals of women and girls.)

In another study funded by the Institute on Gender in Media, girls and young women around the world watched more than one hundred popular ads. Their top takeaways? That girls have to be pretty. That men are more intelligent than women. That leadership is for men. And that a woman’s place is in the home.

“We have more women than ever in positions of power making huge strides and yet the images, characters and depictions of women in the media do not reflect that. How are young girls growing up today supposed to feel about being a leader or being strong, when they don’t have much to look up to in this constant negative media barrage?” Sarah Moshman, director of the documentary The Empowerment Project: Ordinary Women Doing Extraordinary Things, asked in a recent Forbes interview.

Then there’s Disney.

Sarah Coyne, a psychology professor at Brigham Young University, looked specifically at the correlation between exposure to Disney princess movies and products and behaviors and attitudes among girls. Her article, published in the journal Child Development, concluded that engagement with Disney princess products and movies is indeed associated with more female gender-stereotypical behavior over time.

“And what we find is that girls who are highly gender-stereotyped tend to limit themselves in a number of key ways,” Coyne told Freakonomics host Stephen Dubner in late 2019. “They don’t think that they can do well in math or science, for example. They’re less likely to want to go on to college when they get older. It’s really about limiting yourself and what you could become.”

When I talked to my friend Sarah, who works in tech in New York City, about the princess messaging her five-year-old daughter has gotten, she laughed and told me, “She’s wearing a tiara right now.”

But then she took a more serious tone. “I think one of the main reasons why girls can be so passive is because they expect the guy to be the prince who will rescue them, and then they will live comfortably, and the guy will take care of them. They don’t even realize that’s why they’re dropping the ball when it comes to making sure they succeed financially because it is so culturally ingrained in them. As a parent, you have to deliberately introduce other interests and perspectives to your girls,” she said. “I told my daughter that I get that it’s fun and glamorous to pretend to be a princess, and she loves the sparkles. But I was clear with her: ‘It’s not actually fun to be a princess, because you get told what to wear, how to act, where to live. You don’t have any real control over your life.’”

We’re still being fed a princess fantasy—not just by Disney—and it can seem seductive. But at its heart, as Sarah pointed out, being taken care of is just another way of saying “being dependent.” It’s easy to forget that a princess has no real agency over her life; that her crown was given to her, and it can be taken away.


“I was lulled by the ‘forever after’ fantasy.”

When Amy first got married, she earned nearly twice as much as her spouse as a consultant in New York. But over time, her husband’s salary grew to outpace hers. By the time their third child was born, she’d begun taking on fewer clients so she could care for their kids and work on a book idea. “I made these choices assuming we were in it together,” she told me later. “Looking back, I realize that I was lulled by the ‘forever after’ fantasy.”

Then, just after their ninth anniversary, her marriage ended unexpectedly. “As it turned out, he had been cheating on me for years, spending our money on other women even as he was going on weekly date nights with me and actively planning our future together,” she told me. “After that, my choices became much starker. Fortunately, I had always worked while having my family, but I hadn’t prioritized my career advancement and my financial goals as much as I should have.”

She’d always considered herself to be independent, but her definition of independence shifted after the divorce. “The shift I had to make was: It’s not optional. I need to make money, and it has to be a priority to support myself and my kids. What’s funny is that’s what all the men I work with do unapologetically. I’m not sure why I felt guilty about that at first.”

Amy also realized that the family’s credit cards, which they’d used for almost all of their expenses and then paid off each month, had all been in her ex-husband’s name. She was just an authorized user, which meant he reaped most of the credit-building benefits and rewards points. (We’ll talk more about this in the chapter on building credit.) Now she had to work on building up her credit, too, so she could buy a house for herself and her kids.

“I think sometimes we confuse dependency with trust,” she told me, reflecting back on her marriage. “But it really puts women at risk to not have equal income and not have the same opportunities for advancement with their career, and to not be on top of their financial picture.”

Amy says her top goals now are taking care of her children, making more money each year and saving and investing for the long term. “I tell my married friends who will listen, It doesn’t have to take a challenging divorce to start thinking like a breadwinner.”



Shifting from Budgeting to Breadwinning

Even today we’re still raising women to be budgeters, while men are taught to be breadwinners. That messaging makes a difference, and it starts young. Even teenage girls report feeling less confident than boys feel about money. One study by the Girl Scouts found that nearly half of girls between the ages of eleven and seventeen felt uncomfortable making their own financial decisions. Only 12 percent said they would feel “very confident” making decisions about money as adults.

The numbers don’t change much when we do become adults. In the Merrill Lynch–Age Wave survey, nearly two-thirds of women between the ages of eighteen and twenty-nine said that financial planning “is too difficult to even think about.”

Men generally report having more financial confidence, especially when it comes to investing decisions. A recent study from UBS Global Wealth Management found that 58 percent of women leave those crucial choices up to their male partners. And that doesn’t seem to be changing with Gen Y or Z. Younger women between ages twenty and thirty-four were actually the most likely to defer to their significant others, at 60 percent.

Similarly, a survey by investment management firm BlackRock found that men as a group are more interested in investing than women and generally enjoy managing their money more. (Only 36 percent of millennial women say they enjoy managing their investments, compared with 70 percent of millennial men.) According to investment management firm Fidelity, single women are less likely than any other demographic group to say they’re knowledgeable about investing, saving for retirement, or creating a financial plan.

All that plays out in the money choices we make as adults. The result is that, by almost every financial measure, men are in better shape than women.

Women earn less money. We have less money saved and invested. We carry more credit card debt, and we have worse credit scores—which means we pay more interest on that debt.

A study by BMO Harris Bank found that, on average, men have nearly twice as much stashed in an emergency fund as women do. Over the course of their lifetimes, men save more than three times as much money, on average, than women, online tax-filing firm TurboTax found. A 2018 Federal Reserve analysis found single women have more debt, higher credit card usage, and more past-payment delinquencies on their credit reports than men.

It’s as if we’re still waiting for someone to rescue us.

Imagine instead if you’d been raised to believe you’d be responsible for taking care of yourself financially—and probably a family, too. That you’d been taught how to invest in stocks and bonds and encouraged from a young age to start investing as soon as you got your first paycheck. Imagine if you’d learned how to negotiate everything from a job offer to the best deal on a used car, and how to build good credit without sinking into debt. What if, by the time you were living on your own, you already had a sense of what you’d be earning and what your expenses would cost you? And managing money—and asking for more of it—felt perfectly natural. How would that have affected the choices you made?

Happily, it’s never too late to retrain your brain. Whether you’re twenty-two or fifty-two, single or married, shifting to a breadwinner mindset is one of the fastest, most effective ways to take charge of your finances and your future. This is about reprogramming the cultural sabotaging that has been baked into our subconscious early on. It starts with becoming aware of all the messages you’ve already absorbed about breadwinning and wealth-building, and then transforming them into beliefs that will propel you toward the life of your dreams. In the coming chapters, we’ll look at how.
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Chapter 3
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The Joy of Breadwinning

The Underreported Upside of Making More Dough

There is no limit to what we, as women, can accomplish.

—MICHELLE OBAMA

IN 2013, TWO University of Chicago economics professors, Marianne Bertrand and Emir Kamenica, noticed something interesting when they examined income inequality within young heterosexual couples. Looking at U.S. Census data on couples in their twenties and early thirties, they found that while the overall number of female breadwinners had grown, many marriages exhibited an unusual pattern: the share of household income earned by the wife grew steadily—until it hit 50 percent. Then it dropped sharply.

Traditional economic theories couldn’t explain the steep drop-off. If relative income didn’t matter to either spouse, Bertrand and Kamenica reasoned, women with the potential to earn more would earn more.

Instead, in an article published in the Quarterly Journal of Economics, Bertrand and Kamenica noted that if a wife had the potential to outearn her husband, she was often less likely to be in the workforce once her income matched his. And if she was working, she earned less than she could. It seemed that many wives were intentionally cutting back work hours, choosing work that paid less, and dropping out of the workforce altogether. And this wasn’t happening just in couples with children.

Why would so many women sabotage their ability to reach their full breadwinning potential?

A look at the headlines offered some clues. “Men with Breadwinning Wives More Likely to Cheat,” warned CNN. “Men Stress Out if They’re Not the Breadwinner,” blared the New York Post. An article in Inc. asked “Can a Female Breadwinner Have a Happy Marriage?” It seemed, noted the University of Chicago researchers, that gains in women’s earning potential and labor participation had outpaced “slow-moving social norms and concepts of gender.”

Married or not, successful, high-earning women are still too often depicted in the media as lonely or stressed out, desperate to find love or struggling to balance work with family—if they have not given up on having a family altogether. “Super-Successful Women Struggle in Love,” proclaimed the Washington Examiner. “Dating Successful Women Makes Men Uneasy,” claimed Business Insider. “A Sociologist Explains Why Wealthy Women Are Doomed to Be Miserable,” reported Quartz.com. Meanwhile, the Huffington Post declared, “Most Successful Women Are Childless.” (Advised the writer in the first line: “If you want to be successful in your career, don’t have children.”) Even the Harvard Business Review warned, “For Women Leaders, Likability and Success Hardly Go Hand in Hand.”

Even now, it can seem shocking for a woman to even admit she wants to make a lot of money. For the first few years after my mindset shifted and my career accelerated, I remember playing down my own earnings and financial aspirations, treating my jump in salary as an unexpected situation rather than owning the fact that I had worked hard and strategically to get a higher-paying job in management so that we could afford to raise our family in New York.

When best-selling author Jessica Knoll wrote the essay “I Want to Be Rich and I’m Not Sorry!” in the New York Times in 2018, it went viral, landing her on all the morning shows and drawing nearly 1,100 comments. “Women are not supposed to aspire to power for themselves—not for a cause or their families but for themselves. She does, and this openness is so rare and bold that as the comment thread shows, people can’t handle it,” wrote one reader. Sure enough, while some readers came to her defense and applauded her for saying what many of them felt, others called Knoll greedy, self-centered, self-serving, tasteless, and obnoxious, among other things.

When faced with such a barrage of negative headlines (or comments), is it any wonder that some women hold themselves back? If we’re professionally or financially successful, we’re told our personal lives will suffer. If we earn too much, we will pay for it in other ways. Or so goes the narrative that has been echoed across conservative and mainstream media outlets. Being a breadwinner—or even being ambitious in our careers—will take us away from our families and deprive us of being there for our kids. Earning too much will make us seem less desirable to men and less likable to women. Our husbands will cheat on us. Our marriages will fall apart. If that’s the price of being a high-earning, successful woman, who wants that?

But is it really?

Reading those headlines, you might think that breadwinning
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If I’m Not My Mom or My Dad, Who Am I?













Enjoying the Benefits of Breadwinning






	Dismantle and discard the beliefs that no longer serve you.

	Get clear on what you desire—and allow yourself to dream big!

	Build a strong financial foundation and investment plan.

	Strategize your career and compensation to support the life you want.

	Establish a strong partnership or support system.

	Seek out other breadwinner-minded women who can encourage and inspire you.
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