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Introduction

My intent was never to be a career nanny or babysitter. I began babysitting when I was in my teens, as many teenage girls do as a temporary job. My work was mostly infrequent. I would decide to babysit for select families when I wanted spending money. After high school, other than babysitting on occasion when I was home from college, I never really considered working as a babysitter or a nanny to be a serious career option for me. When I started graduate school, I heard about a family who needed a babysitter during the day. I then began babysitting again and quickly realized I was in high demand. There were many stay-at-home mothers who wanted assistance in caring for their children during the day. High school students got out of school later in the day and often had after school activities that limited their availability. And those individuals who were beyond high school age and who were not gainfully employed from Monday through Friday between the hours of 9:00 am to 5:00 pm were not the types of people these families were looking for to care for their children. I was a twenty-something, white, college-educated, heterosexual, middle-class woman who was working toward a PhD. While I babysat in graduate school for extra income and because I truly enjoyed the children I cared for, I did not aspire to work as a babysitter or nanny long-term. I had cultural capital and credentials the families I worked for were interested in using for their children for a limited period of time. My status as a graduate student, having already graduated from a private, liberal arts college, my race, my perceived social class, and my aspirations for future employment outside of nanny work all shaped my desirability as a nanny and my ability to locate work.

When I took the children I babysat on park outings or to private classes, other mothers would approach me to work for them. At first, I thought it was because they needed a babysitter for daytime hours and that they weren’t able to find someone. In the beginning I would say yes to some of these jobs. When I would show up to work I would be greeted at the door with a comment about my Lily Pulitzer shirt or Kate Spade purse and I quickly understood that I wasn’t just there to watch their children. Not only did these women want a babysitter, they were very much interested in having a babysitter with whom they could hold a conversation. They wanted someone who had familiarity with the topics they discussed and who would model certain behaviors and values to their children. In essence, they wanted someone who was like them.

One spring I was asked by the mother of a family I worked for if I would work for them full-time during the summer. I was aware that someone else had worked for them in the past so I asked, “What about Avery?” She responded that her husband felt it was time for Avery to “get a real job.” Avery and I were one year apart in age. The key difference was that I had already graduated from college and my position as their babysitter/nanny was temporary while I was in graduate school. Avery, on the other hand, was still struggling through college. It could have been that they did not want to enable her to continue with part-time work that would not lead to any real stability or an “appropriate” career as they saw it or it could be that they simply saw me as a better role model for their children. We were both available to provide care but the hope was that in a few years I would be employed in a professional line of work whereas they worried that Avery might not be. These experiences inspired me to learn more about the types of nannies some families looked for and the reasons why I was hired over other people.

I am in an interesting position as I have experienced this type of employment and have interviewed parents and nannies who participate in this line of work. Also, for the last five years I have hired a nanny to care for my own children. Moreover, I teach undergraduate courses on gender, work and occupations, and families. Each of these courses leads to interesting discussions with my students regarding their work experiences in child care and their views on this line of work.

While my personal experiences sparked my interest in this topic, this book is not about me. It is about the experiences of women who work as nannies and parents who employ nannies. This book tells the stories of nannies and parents as they navigate relationships that are intimate and personal, but at their core are work relationships. Mothers and fathers navigated their relationships with nannies in varying ways and gender socialization impacted the ways that nannies handled their relationships with employers. While previous research has examined the lives of women who work for pay as babysitters and nannies, most of the existing research examines women whose lives are vastly socially different from their employers. This book is about the experiences of nannies and employers whose lives for the most part, are not entirely socially removed from one another in terms of race, social class, and educational credentials, making their situation unique in the world of child care. It is about the ways in which they make meaning of their relationships and employment experiences. Ultimately, it examines the work relationships and working conditions that impact nannies’ employment, and long-term career aspirations, and trajectories.

My personal experiences made me aware of the aspects of care that some employers sought for their children, and the types of nannies they looked for, and why. This combined with a review of the literature on work and child care informed my sampling strategy and my interview questions. Based on in-depth, in-person interviews with 52 participants—25 women nannies and 27 parent-employers who hired a nanny1—this research uncovers the employment of nannies that is distinctly different from previous research. It examines nannies and the use of nannies, who for the most part do not see working as a nanny as a long-term career goal. Interviews with nannies and employers who see their nanny as remaining in this line of work longer-term shed further light on the limits of this line of work. Through an analysis of a variety of standpoints we can see the decisions employers make and the restrictions nanny work places on young women.

My research questions focus on three broad categories. First, how does nanny work operate? How do nannies enter this line of work; how do employers come to hire a nanny, and how might demographic characteristics shape the hiring, the work, and the personal relationships formed? Second, what do employed mothers look for when selecting a nanny and how might that differ for unemployed mothers? How might nanny work differ when there is a stay-at-home mother involved? Third, how does gender impact nannies’ abilities to address issues with their employers (pay and raises) and might there be larger implications on a nanny’s future employment opportunities?

To address these questions, I begin by examining the rise in demand for child care and parents’ selection of care. Included in this, is the shift from what was previously known as daycare to “learning centers” and the role of hiring nannies in this process. Lastly, I examine ideologies of intensive mothering (Hays 1996) and competitive mothering (Macdonald 2011) in relation to the role of nannies in imparting cultural capital.

Rise in Demand for Child Care

The latter half of the twentieth century saw significant shifts in family life. Two of the most notable changes are the sharp rise in the labor force participation and educational attainment of women. Women are more likely to work full-time than in the past and have outpaced men in degrees earned. From 1980 to 2016, the number of women who held a college degree increased by 31 percent. Included in these trends is a rise in labor force participation of women with small children. As of 2016, 75 percent of women with children ages six to seventeen and 61.3 percent of women with children under the age of six were in the paid labor force (BLS data 2017). Today, the majority of women with preschool-age children are employed outside of the home (Fothergill 2013) increasing the need for nonmaterial care (Liu 2015). This trend is of interest to family scholars and of great importance because the caregiving needs of children at this age are the largest (Christopher 2012). Prior to entry into Kindergarten around age five, children are not typically enrolled in formal, full-day school and therefore, parents must find care for children while they work. These shifts have led to the use of nonparental child care to meet the demands of work and family imposed on dual career workers (Bianchi and Milkie 2010).

The growing need for child care has long been attributed to the rise in labor force participation of mothers. Child care serves as a replacement for mothers’ presence in the home and the ability to outsource care has largely become a requirement for mothers’ labor force participation (Craig and Powell 2013). Cox (2011) cautions against viewing the use of child care in this manner as it contributes to the view that child care is the job of women and that men do not have a place in child care. However, the shifting trend of women engaging in paid work at higher levels has not been met with changing trends of the division of labor within the home (Busch 2013). The societal view of men as paid laborers and women as caretakers of children regardless of their role in paid employment persists. The view remains that women are the ones who are responsible for selecting replacement care when they are not performing it and this delegation of tasks to other women reinforces the dominant view that women are best suited for care (Christopher 2012). There also continues to be widespread disagreement over the conditions under which women should hire child care workers. Some argue women should be able to hire care for their children while they work for pay outside of the home but stay-at-home mothers should not engage in such practices. Others disagree, recognizing mothers need a break and should be able to seek care for their children regardless of employment status. In addition, those who seek care often feel conflicted about their use of it. Shifting trends in need for care have also led to the growth in the population of people who work as child care providers and have expanded forms of child care available.

Selection of Care

Growth in labor force participation and increasing importance of women’s economic contributions in families has led to tension over child care. As women’s labor force participation rates have grown and diminished the supply of women available to provide unpaid care to their children, the need for paid child care providers has increased (Bianchi 2011). Moreover, extended family members are also more likely to work outside of the home and families live farther from relatives than in the past, further reducing the likelihood of using relatives for care (Epp and Velagaleti 2014). The lack of availability of mothers, grandmothers, and aunts for care has led families to seek out more formal care arrangements. Despite these changes, mothers are still preferred caregivers of children. When mothers are unavailable, fathers are viewed as second choice and if neither is available, relatives are seen as well suited to care for infants and toddlers (Rose and Elicker 2008). The lack of availability of parents and relatives has led families to seek out nonrelative care.

When searching for child care, parents today have a range of paid care options. These include: care in a daycare center, use of family daycare providers who care for small numbers of children inside their home and nannies, ranging in order of formality. Arrangements are selected based on a number of factors, including location, convenience, cost, number of children needing care, and employment status of parents. Selection of child care is impacted by whether it is used for parents to work, relied on mainly to augment cognitive and social development for children, or simply used to provide mothers the ability to engage in leisure activities or provide a moment of sanity. Parents who are employed full-time may also be concerned with safety and emotional warmth (Rose and Elicker 2008). Conversely, those who do not work full-time for pay are free to select care based on a variety of other factors and hiring care is more optional. Dual-earner parents must account for flexibility and select arrangements that match their work schedules. Daycare centers and family daycares follow a more fixed schedule and reflect traditional business hours. Daycares are the most restrictive in terms of hours (Meyers and Jordan 2006). Thus, flexibility of arrangements also influences care decisions.

Families with only one earner have the ability to seek care that is adaptable and on an as needed basis. They may seek care for enrichment purposes (Casper and Bianchi 2002; Uttal 2002). In these families, paid child care allows mothers to partake in leisure activities. It is important to note that research has yet to thoroughly examine this group. Nannies offer a reliable solution to the formal structure, time and location constraints of daycare. Having a nanny come to their home minimizes travel and additional labor for parents. It allows children to remain in a familiar place and becomes a more affordable option as the number of children in the family increases because the cost of center care rises with the number of children.

Choice of care is also based on what parents hope to gain from the arrangement and from the control they seek to have over it. Those who use family daycare in a provider’s home may seek relationships with providers that are more equal or peer-based (Tuominen 2003). In this situation both parties are afforded power. Parents have the ability to remove their child from the arrangement and the provider establishes the time parents must retrieve their child by. Care in the home of the employer is different from both center and family daycare because of the straight forward, unmonitored interaction over the conditions of child care that takes place between the provider and the parent (Macdonald 1998). For employers, control is increased when care takes place inside their home which is the case when they use a nanny (Tuominen 2003; Uttal 2002; Wrigley 1995). Thus, parents who seek the greatest amounts of control over the care their child receives often turn to nannies.

Regardless of social class and educational status of families, research finds parents do not see the need for an educated caregiver, or an arrangement with an educational component, when their child is very young. At this time, research finds immigrant caregivers are often utilized until children are able to talk, or until they become school aged (Macdonald 2015b
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