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Dedication


To the men and women in my life who have taught me to be strong, courageous, and ambitious enough to build a career outside the home, and for my husband Dave, son Ansel, and dog Pixel, who have inspired me to build a beautiful life inside it as well.
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ENTRYWAY
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I never wanted to write a book.

After all, I come from the digital generation. You know, the generation that prefers Instagram to Kodak cameras and can’t focus on anything for longer than two minutes. The generation of which 72% downloaded at least one app in the past week. Yes, that generation.






So let me explain why you’re now reading this. I’ll start from the beginning.

I’ve always had a very strong drive simply to create. When I was a year old, I was building with blocks. By two, I couldn’t put down my crayons and markers. And don’t even get me started on finger paint. A few years later, I was making up stories about my stuffed animals, decorating and redecorating (and re-redecorating) my room, and teaching myself to French-braid my own hair.

As a teenager, I started experimenting with sewing machines, ovens, and power tools. My mom (awesomely) let me have a cell phone at age thirteen. I used my computer to write short stories and to play Oregon Trail. I forded many rivers back in those days.

And then the Internet happened.

By the time I was legally able to drink, I was a full-on tech nerd. I spent most of my college life working remotely for Silicon Valley companies. I scored a gig at Apple, learned how to code, and then transitioned to a career at Google. And I loved my job. I worked at the number one “best place to work” in the country. What was not to love?

Well, for one thing, working in tech meant spending endless hours at my desk and online—eating via takeout, doing all my holiday shopping on Amazon, and hiring people to do such mundane real-world things as hanging a coat rack. Staring at that big (then increasingly small) screen all day, day after day, took the idea of “living in the cloud” to a whole new level.

Then something changed. I left my job at Google to start a tech company of my own, but first I decided to give myself a break. Those six months may have been the most transformative of my life.

They say you should try to make your hobby your career, but I didn’t even know what my hobby was. So I chose not to schedule myself at all and to see what I naturally gravitated toward each day.

I ended up deciding that what I really wanted to do was learn how to do and make new things. I joined a “makerspace” called TechShop, which is basically a gym for making things. After paying a hundred bucks or so a month, you can come in whenever you want and use all of their machines. And, man, do they have some incredible machines! Sewing machines, 3D printers, laser cutters, wood saws, screen printers . . . the list goes on and on.

I learned how to design things in 3D, how to laser-cut wood (and even vegetables) and more. During this same period, I took all kinds of advanced cooking and baking classes. I even got certified in letterpress printing. My favorite part was learning how to create my own polymer plates online, which saved me tons of time working with the press.

All the while, I was also continuing to experiment with creating software. I used new online applications that helped me brush up on my coding skills, and I even programmed a few little apps of my own.

Turns out, my favorite hobby was (and still is) creating. It didn’t matter what I was working on, as long as I was making something. On an average day, I’d make a terrarium in the morning, 3D-print a necklace by noon, spend my post-siesta time coding, paint a canvas by sunset, and end the day with homemade ice cream.

The beauty in all this was that whether I was designing a 3D necklace on my computer to print in real life, using apps that taught me how to letterpress, or scouring the web for delicious recipes to re-create, I was naturally using the virtual world to help me make stuff in the physical one.

That’s the lightbulb that clicked on in my head: today’s generation thrives in the virtual world, but as humans we remain inspired to work and create in the physical world. Why can’t these two worlds come together?

Turns out, they can.

(Now comes the part where I decided to write a book.)

Not unlike many peers of mine, I consume a lot of information online. And while many argue that we will soon face the end of books and magazines, digital media seems to be having an ironic opposite effect: the value of an analog piece of work is much higher than its digital counterpart. In fact, sales of printed books are up year over year! In today’s Internet era, analog works of creativity are treated more like art and less like links you can toss around to your five thousand Facebook friends. These projects are touched by your hands, displayed on your walls, and saved for years on end. And depending on the subject matter, they may be referenced hundreds of times and may even be passed down from one generation to the next.

After thinking long and hard about this book-writing project, I realized that the internal challenge I was facing in writing a book was basically a metaphor for how I see my generation these days.





“To make something, with my own hands—it’s something our generation wasn’t taught, and it’s so empowering. You can feel a zeitgeist around this.”

INTERVIEW, SAN FRANCISCO CHRONICLE, 2012






We have spent the past decade so immersed in the digital world that our bodies are aching to participate in real, physical human experiences we can create in the analog world. Some are even paying to attend “digital detox” camps just to get away from their virtual reality.

It is for these reasons that I started my company, Brit + Co. There’s a movement afoot that celebrates creativity by balancing the digital and the analog, but this movement needs a new generation of teachers—people who grew up like me, with the benefit of all the efficiencies that modern technology has to offer, but who have stayed true to their “maker” and human roots. Brit + Co helps adults unlock their creativity and rediscover their inner child—the one who used to love to draw, build, and play. We believe that every human being is an artist and that every moment of our lives is a canvas. Our homes are our grounding place, the space where we are both extroverts and introverts, where we relax as much as we work. Shouldn’t creativity begin there?

“Forty-two percent of Gen X and Gen Y say that moments that aren’t documented are ‘wasted.’”





WHAT IS THIS BOOK?


This is neither your grandma’s guidebook nor your home economics teacher’s textbook (assuming, of course, you ever took home ec). In fact, this book challenges the idea that there’s still such a thing as a “homemaker” at all.

The rules of homemaking have changed, and this book is here to serve as your new guide for creative living, both in and out of the home. I’ll walk you through each room of the house, catching you up on all the basic “must-know” skills you may have missed, sharing technologies that can help you save time and be more creative, and also showing you easy DIY projects you can complete. Before we leave each room, I’ll give you a foreshadowing of what the future looks like for that part of the home. (Spoiler alert: there are some crazy cool new technologies coming your way that will make it even easier to be creative.) As you come to understand how your role as “homemaker” may evolve to “home maker,” prepare to have your mind blown—this stuff could be real in the next few years.

Follow along as we tour the modern home, discuss its larger meaning in our world, and learn how to live a simpler and more creative life, all while taking a step further into the digital age.





HOMEMAKERS: PAST AND PRESENT
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What is a homemaker these days? A term that was first used in 1876, “homemaker” is defined in the dictionary as “one who manages a household, especially a wife or mother.”

For my grandmother’s generation (the 1930s to the 1960s), that was exactly what the term meant. At the end of the Second World War, only 10% of married women with children under the age of six held a job or were seeking a job. The rest stayed at home. Back in the mid-twentieth century, “homemaker” largely referred to a woman who was unemployed and spent her days cooking, cleaning, and taking care of the kids and the home. A famous adage of Ladies’ Homemaker Monthly, a preeminent homemaker’s journal at the time, declared: “You can judge a good woman by how many well-dressed children she has and the contentment of her husband.” Good Housekeeping was also very popular in this period. In fact, it was Hearst Corporation’s most profitable monthly magazine back then. Its best-selling book, Guide for Young Homemakers (1966), includes what many today would say are ludicrous instructions for women:

Personal grooming for health as well as good looks concerns the modern housewife as a practical matter. She must budget her time for it, shop wisely for cosmetics and beauty aids, and learn to use them for best results. She may find herself in the role of counselor to a growing daughter. Above all, a sensible regard for her everyday appearance contributes to a happy home. A lovely wife pleases husband and children, favorably impresses guests, and faces the outside world with confidence.

No matter how many experts you consult, you still have to brush your hair, cream your skin, coddle your hands. You have to exercise and diet, stand and move like a beauty. No one else can do these things for you. In daily housekeeping, care of the figure is perhaps the beautifying measure most overlooked.

Excuse me while I go throw up now.

Among my mother’s generation (the 1970s to the 1990s), nearly half of all women worked, and a majority of them were young mothers taking care of kids like me. In fact, in 1985, the year I was born, the participation in the workforce of women between the ages of 25 and 44 soared to 71%, a tripling of the numbers from 1950. This also happened to be the start of the infamous pantsuits and shoulder pads trend for women. (Yikes, what a trend that was.) Gone were the days when most women aspired to wear A-line dresses and aprons; these women were now in the workforce trying to look the part to fit in with their male colleagues.

Today the American family has changed yet again. Only one in five families have a stay-at-home mom and working dad. On the flip side, one in five families has a stay-at-home dad and working mom. This figure has doubled in the past 25 years.

More than ever before, women are becoming the breadwinners in their household. Over 40% of moms are now the sole or primary source of income, and those working at the same time as their spouse bring home 44% of their family’s total income.

Because of a decrease in marriage and high divorce rates, single-parent families are an abundant reality of today’s generation, meaning that women must learn how to take charge both at home and at work. Today nearly 60% of all women are employed, with more than 75% of women ages 25 to 44 participating in the labor force. Great progress, ladies, but just because you’re now running the office doesn’t mean you’ve gotten off the hook of running the home.





THE NEW WORKFORCE


Share of mothers who are breadwinners or co-breadwinners, 1967 to 2008

[image: image]

Heather Boushey and Jeff Chapman’s analysis of Miriam King, Steven Ruggles, Trent Alexander, Donna Leicach, and Matthew Sobek. Integrated Public Use Microdata Series, Current Population Survey: Version 2.0. (Machine-readable database) Minneapolis, MN: Minnesota Population Center (producer and distributor), 2009.

NOTES: Breadwinner mothers include single mothers who work and married mothers who earn as much as or more than their husbands. Co-breadwinners are wives who bring home at least 25% of the couple’s earnings, but less than half. The data only include families with a mother who is between the ages of 18 and 60 and who has children under age 18 living with her.





These days, Ward Cleaver wouldn’t be able to afford a house in the suburbs or Beaver’s tuition—unless June went to work too.

NICHOLAS KULISH, NEW YORK TIMES, SEPTEMBER 23, 2005
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Some good news is that men’s attitudes about women’s ability to balance work and family have also shifted in a positive direction. In 1977, fewer than half of all men (49%) agreed with the statement “A mother who works outside the home can have just as good a relationship with her children as a mother who does not work.” Thirty years later—a short time in terms of attitude shifts—two-thirds of men agreed with that statement (as did 80% of women). And the younger the respondent, the more pronounced this shift in attitude.

Turns out, many men today can also be described as homemakers, though they are still doing less housework than their female counterparts. While there’s still a significant gap on this score between men and women, it’s nice to see men contributing more often. And might I also give major props to the women who are working full-time jobs and still doing 28 hours of household work per week? It’s no wonder they call you Super Woman.





The most recent figures from the National Survey of Families and Households at the University of Wisconsin show that husbands are doing about 14 hours of housework per week, compared with 31 hours for stay-at-home wives. But when both husband and wife work full-time outside the home, the wife does 28 hours and the husband does 16.






Perhaps more interesting is the fact that today’s working women are also more comfortable in their own skin, opting to dress more fashionably at work even if that puts them at odds with the pantsuit past. Unlike the generation before them, this is a group of women with big career ambitions, yet they also care about having a beautiful and presentable home. In short, we want it all: to be the CEO and the homemaker, even though many women these days don’t identify as such.

When I asked my own social media following to define “homemaker” today, their responses were mixed:

While the concept is very much intact, I think the term “homemaker” is a bit antiquated. To me (and I am at home full-time myself) the term limits the role of the mom. It doesn’t make room for how she can run the home and generate income from the same space. I prefer “work-at-home mom” or “home manager.”

DENEDRIANE DEAN

Although our definition of the word “homemaker” has changed vastly over time, our definition of the word “home” has not. Our home is our refuge, our safe place, the little piece of the world that is ours. Homemaking today isn’t just about domestication and fancy dinner parties, although it certainly can be, it’s about creating our space. Literally making our house (or apartment, tent, or Airstream trailer) into the place we can’t wait to get back to at the end of the day or out-of-town trip. Homemaking is about filling your space with things and people you love. And the best part is the uniqueness of that concept. Your home is yours to make.

CELESTE KING

My home is where I retreat to relax, to celebrate with close friends, and most importantly, where I create. I work from home as the Director of Events for a food+tech startup, and I love being able to step away from my desktop to make a batch of strawberry jam, water the heirloom tomatoes I’m growing, or to continue adding personal touches to our comic-book-themed living room. I wouldn’t trade this sort of freedom for the world!

VERA DEVERA

Being called a homemaker is a compliment, ladies! It means we know how to keep our families well fed, well clothed, and happy—and look good doing it. We can bake cookies, make our own laundry soap, and make our husband’s day by having a delicious meal waiting for him. Let the men conquer the world. Ladies, we’ve got more important things to do. [Note from Brit: Hmmm . . .]

ANDREA GRAY

Being a “homemaker” means that you complete all household chores, run all necessary errands, and if you have kids, take them everywhere they have to go, leaving plenty of time for you to have dinner on the table the moment your husband swings open the door and proclaims/half sings, “Honey! I’m home!” I’m kidding, of course! In today’s world, “homemaker,” contrary to the 1950s term, doesn’t apply solely to women, but to people who strive to make their homes and daily lives more colorful, healthy, organized, and, dare I say, exciting!

STEPHANIE PISANO





Young women today don’t have the basic skill set their mothers did. And proper tech etiquette (like how to keep a clean inbox) should be seamlessly incorporated into the rest of homemaking advice.










REDEFINING THE HOMEMAKER TITLE


It’s clear that we may be ready for a new definition of this old-fashioned word.

This is a special time in history. As already mentioned, it’s the first time a generation has grown up with technology like the Internet. They call us “digital natives,” a term that apparently refers to anyone born from 1980 on. I will add that you are especially a part of this group if you: (a) remember your first AIM profile name, (b) had a cell phone as a teenager, and (c) refer to Oregon Trail as a “childhood classic.” Others might call us Millennials.

What’s interesting about this sector of society is not just that there are a lot of us—80 million in the US alone, in fact, thanks to our 40 million parents, the Baby Boomers—but that we are all connected and highly educated, yet lack many of the skills that our moms and grandmas (and grandmas’ grandmas) took for granted while growing up. Learning skills like sewing, cooking, and woodworking was not part of our academic challenges. If any of us had access to a home economics or shop class, it was probably an elective subject that we could opt into but weren’t forced to take. From my own experience, I can not-so-proudly state that I did choose to take a semester of home ec in high school, but all I can remember making were basic chocolate chip cookies. And we baked them as a group of six, not on our own. Not exactly an in-depth domestic learning experience, if you ask me.

Couple our lack of domestic skills with the fact that our moms were the first in the “working women” generation, and you’ll begin to understand why so many of us are now slightly freaking out over the idea of having to host a dinner party, decorate a living room, or build furniture. We were not taught domestic skills like our mothers were because our mothers were not around as often to teach them to us. While they were at work, trying to change the status quo of women in professional jobs, we were at home, toying with our computers instead of learning how to make dinner.

To further prove my case, take a look at something a Brit + Co reader recently wrote to me:

My mom was named Miss Betty Crocker of Springfield, New Jersey, in 1967. Thirty-five years later, I graduated from an all-girls high school that scorned home-ec class as “sexist.” Though I could speak Spanish, recite from The Canterbury Tales, and figure out the volume of a cone, I couldn’t do laundry, change a tire, or sew on a button. I was educated, but fairly dumb. Since then I’ve taken it upon myself to learn the DIY skills I’d missed out on.

Countless women I’ve interviewed have confided that they don’t know how to use their oven, put up wallpaper, or fold their sheets the proper way. (I’ll be honest and admit that I too didn’t know how to do these things until a few years ago.) I also know lots of college kids who don’t even know how to make scrambled eggs! They’ve relied on frozen meals, packaged food, and their moms instead of learning how to do it themselves. For most Millennials, building a piece of IKEA furniture is the handiest work they’ve ever done . . . and some are using outsourcing services like TaskRabbit to get out of having to do even that.





Young women today don’t have the basic skill set their mothers did. And proper tech etiquette (like how to keep a clean inbox) should be seamlessly incorporated into the rest of homemaking advice.

SAN FRANCISCO CHRONICLE






So, it’s clear that we’re digitally inclined but somewhat domestically incompetent. Where does that leave us? Brace yourself, friends, because the best of both worlds is coming.





TECHNOLOGY AND HOMEMAKING
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For every generation, certain technologies were invented to make homemaking easier. During my grandma’s time, it was products like Con-Tact paper (decorative shelves were all the rage), Super Glue, and of course, cake mix.

Originally introduced in the 1930s by P. Duff and Sons, cake mix was patented as an “invention [that] relates to a dehydrated flour for use in making pastry products and to a process of making the same.” In the same patent document, Mr. Duff stated that traditional cake making “is not only expensive and inconvenient, but necessitates careful measurements and mixing and, therefore, the provision of suitable apparatus therefore. In addition to the above, unsatisfactory results or failure occur too frequently which represent a serious loss of time, of money, of materials and of energy.”

How much time and money were being wasted on failed cakes? Research at this time by Betty Crocker and General Mills indicated that American homemakers were baking nearly 1 billion cakes per year.

[image: image]

One of the most prominent cake mix brands was Betty Crocker, whose ginger cake mix hit the shelves in 1947. Homemakers welcomed the concept. A traditional recipe for ginger cake had a long list of ingredients, took 13 separate steps, and involved a lot of meticulous measuring and mixing. Even then, the result was sometimes disappointing. But with the Betty Crocker ginger cake mix, all you had to do was add one cup of water and do a little mixing. The cake mix was an instant hit. It came in a relatively small box (14 ounces), so the recipe called for a 9×9-inch pan. Later on, Betty Crocker went so far as to actually give the consumer both the pan and the frosting in addition to the just-add-water mix.

[image: image]

In my mother’s age, the microwave, coffeemaker, dishwasher, ice-maker, and sewing machine dramatically reduced the amount of time required to complete household tasks. As my mother’s daughter, I can tell you that we used the microwave a lot. Frozen dinners were always in stock at my house. It was the epitome of convenience food.

[image: image]

By 1986, roughly 25% of households in the United States owned a microwave oven, up from only about 1% in 1971. The US Bureau of Labor Statistics reported that over 90% of American households owned a microwave oven in 1997.

Today, in my homemaking era, technology has drastically changed how we operate in our daily lives. We all carry smartphones, own computers, and spend more time online than we do with our families. In fact, the average 18-year-old now spends about six and a half hours online each day. For virtually everything we’ve ever had to do in the offline world, there’s now “an app for that.” Take a look at this vintage Radio Shack advertisement from 1991. Every piece of hardware shown now has an app that can replicate its functionality.

[image: image]

Who needs an AM/FM clock radio when we’ve all got alarm clocks on our phones? Same with calculators, camcorders, scanners, answering machines, speed-dial, and more. And thanks to streaming music services, the fact that people had to spend $159.95 on a CD player that could only play 80 minutes of music is now a laughable concept.

Technology can be expensive, but it can also save you money. For instance, it would have cost $3,054.82 in 1991 to buy all the stuff in the Radio Shack ad. (That’s more than $5,000 today adjusted for inflation.) Now you’d be out a couple hundred bucks. Not too shabby.

Technology has also simplified our lives, enabling us to do less of what we may dread, like cooking and cleaning. Now there are gadgets that can clean your floors and windows, and you can use all kinds of apps to order dinner from your phone in under a minute.

Our generation is redefining what it means to be a homemaker. We are connected, employed, and tech-savvy adults who want to have creatively fulfilled lives both in and out of the home. Unlike our parents (and more like our grandparents), we are veering away from big-box brands in favor of those that are local and started by people we may know. We care about being eco-friendly, giving back, and getting social cred for the good things we do. And though we’re always interested in saving time whenever we can, we also equally appreciate those who spend hours on end creating something from scratch.

Making is an inherently human activity. We were born to build and create. Think about your life as a child. If you’re like most people, someone probably put LEGOs or blocks in front of you. Did you sit there for hours and wonder what to make? No. You just started building! When you were done, you probably surveyed your design and proudly shared it with someone else. Creating something is an act of human expression, and creativity makes us feel alive. Our ancestors could not have survived if they had not been able to make and build, yet these days we take that ability for granted, since we can outsource virtually all creative tasks.

The ability to make things is literally built into our DNA, yet many people haven’t let out that side of themselves since they were children. Now, however, our generation seems to be having a creative resurgence. You can see the spillover effect in terms of the food and products we purchase. Before we buy anything, we want to know how it was made, where it comes from, and who made it. This viewpoint is very different from the attitude of the past two or three generations, who just wanted a quick fix or a cheap buy. It’s almost as if we’re reverting back to the attitudes of our grandparents’ and great grandparents’ generations during the days where we lacked advertising coming from popular media like television, radio, and the Internet and, instead, solely relied on learning about new brands and products from the local people and places we developed real relationships with.

Here’s more proof of the changing times: big brands are now listening to us, understanding our shifting attitudes, and trying to win us over. Throughout the past year, huge companies like Domino’s and Starbucks have launched advertising campaigns with messaging about their local and “handcrafted” food and drinks. In one ad, a Domino’s employee goes so far as to call his hands his “tools” for crafting pizza. “Made by hand” is a phrase with a whole new meaning for our generation, yet that definition is changing quickly too.





81% of Gen-Xers and Gen-Yers say that if price and quality were equal, they’d prefer to buy a product from another person rather than from a company or a brand.
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