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Confronting Contradictions:
Exploring the Tensions of Women as Breadwinners 

Over the past decade, U.S. women have increasingly taken
up the “breadwinner” role in their homes.1 This shift has 
been well documented across different groups of women.
Today close to 40% of women with children, including
single working mothers, are either the sole breadwinner or
bring home as much or more than their working 
spouse/partner.2 In 2009, 37.7% of wives outearned their
husbands (whether the husband was working or not), up
from 24.8% two decades earlier; 28.9% outearned their
working husbands, up from 19.2% over the same period.3 
In 2008, employed women in dual-earner couples con-
tributed an average of 45% of annual family income, up
from 39% just 11 years earlier.4 

While women of color have a long history of serving as the
sole or primary financial provider in their families,5 it has 
been the rise of primarily white, middle class, managerial
women moving into the breadwinner role that has captured
the imagination of the popular press. Dubbed “The Alpha 

The question is: why is it
so disconcerting to find
husbands taking care of
the children and wives
“bringing home the
bacon”? Perhaps the
answer is: because we are
in a process of redefining
femininity, masculinity,
and the roles women and
men fill in society today.

Female/Beta Male 
Syndrome,”6 the press 
has, not surprisingly, 
created extreme cari-
catures at both ends of 
the spectrum. On one 
hand, stay-at-home
dads have been deri-
sively called “trophy 
husbands” and “arm 
candy.”7 On the other 
hand, they have been
praised as “the perfect
husband”8 or sympa-
thized with in their 
struggle to juggle 
work and family, 

many for the first time. Women are castigated for emascu-
lating men and abandoning their role as mothers, while
their increased income has made them more attractive con-
sumers, earning them the moniker “the richer sex,”9 and 
their rise to top leadership positions has been shown to 

benefit an organization’s bottom line, sustainability, and 
ethics.10 

Something significant is changing in our culture, evi-
denced by the ongoing vitriol negatively labeling both 
men and women found on the unconventional side of 
breadwinning or homemaking. The question is: why is it
so disconcerting to find husbands taking care of the chil-
dren and wives “bringing home the bacon”? Perhaps the
answer is: because we are in a process of redefining femi-
ninity, masculinity, and the roles women and men fill in
society today. 
Behavior is shaped by a number of role and trait expecta-
tions for men and women. It has traditionally been 
assumed that men will be providers and women will be 
caretakers (differential social roles), and that men are sup-
posed to be naturally aggressive, ambitious, competitive,
and forceful, while women are supposed to be naturally 
affectionate, tender, soft-spoken, and sensitive to others
(differential desirable traits).11 These roles and traits are 
believed to have been socially constructed based on the 
long history of women in domestic roles and men in 
provider roles. Over time, these social roles and the traits
of those occupying those roles became conflated: women
became bound into homemaking roles and expected to
exhibit “feminine” traits, while men became constrained
into provider roles and expected to exhibit “masculine”
traits. 
Growing up, individuals have differentially absorbed soci-
ety’s messages around what women and men are supposed
to act like, what roles they can fill in society, and even 
what types of jobs they can hold, e.g., “masculine” jobs
such as construction and “feminine” jobs such as teach-
ing.12 Choosing not to follow these expectations may lead
to harsh judgment; caretaking men find their masculinity
questioned, while breadwinning women find their femi-
ninity and their ability to be good mothers questioned.13 
Trends, such as women’s increased education levels and
participation in the labor force, and families’ increased 
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dependence upon women’s incomes, turbo-charged by the
Great Recession, suggest that a breakdown of convention-
al social roles may be the “new normal.”14 

To better understand today’s shifting realities, Simmons 
School of Management collaborated with Hewlett-
Packard15 to explore the impact breadwinning/caretaking
roles have had on women’s lives and careers, as well as
how those roles have been negotiated and with whom they
share those roles. In April 2012, an online survey was 
available to the 2,771 conference attendees at the 
Simmons College Leadership Conference; 463 women 
responded. An additional 228 participants responded via a
post-Leadership Conference email survey. Respondents
were asked to “reflect on a committed relationship,” which

could be from the present 
or the past, involving The women in our either cohabitation or mar-sample were strong riage, with either an oppo-

financial contributors. site-sex or same-sex part-
ner. Respondents then Female PFCs earned, answered questions about on average, 88% of that relationship while the household’s reflecting on their role as a 

income; female non- “financial provider,” iden-
tifying as either PrimaryPFCs contributed 44% Financial Contributor on average. (PFC) if they contributed
51% or more of the house-

hold’s total income, or Non-Primary Financial Contributor
(Non-PFC) if they contributed 50% or less. Over 90% of
the respondents reflected on a current relationship (98% of
which were heterosexual relationships), and in those rela-
tionships, 59% were PFCs. Additional demographics of
our sample are included in the endnotes.16 

Findings 
Given the turmoil that accompanies any change, it is not
surprising that our research uncovered many contradic-
tions and tensions our sample of women are facing. In this
CGO Insights, we will discuss three of these. 
Contradiction #1: Women are proud of their bread-
winner status but keep it hidden. 

The women in our sample were strong financial contribu-
tors. Female PFCs earned, on average, 88% of the house-
hold’s income; female non-PFCs contributed 44% on aver-
age. When asked to select among eight possible emotion-
al reactions to their breadwinner role, the top two emotions
PFCs selected were “proud” and “satisfied”. Yet most kept
their role private from their family, friends, and employers.
Hiding their breadwinner status manifested in two ways. 

First, evidence of “hiding” occurs in how their breadwin-
ner role was determined. Respondents were asked to indi-
cate how and why roles were determined by rating their
level of agreement with a number of statements. 
Regarding how their roles were determined, both PFCs
and non-PFCs most strongly agreed that their respective
roles evolved over time “without an explicit discussion,”
and second most strongly agreed that their “roles were cre-
ated in response to a particular circumstance (i.e., layoff,
illness, etc.) without explicit discussion.” No action on 
their partner’s part prompted action on the PFC’s part.
Even with this lack of explicit discussion, when asked why
they got the role they did, both PFCs and non-PFCs agreed
most strongly that the PFC’s current (and future expected)
income, along with the PFC’s job’s better benefits, were
strong reasons why the PFC took up the breadwinning 
role. 
The second example of “hiding” their role is evidenced in
the selectivity with whom both PFCs and non-PFCs share
their status. Close family or friends are most likely to
know who carries what role; co-workers and employers
are least likely to know. When asked why they keep their
role private, both groups most strongly agreed that “it is
not anyone’s business to know.” Our data show that this
shared desire for privacy across PFCs and non-PFCs is not 
due to wanting to avoid criticism from others or being
unhappy with their role. However, there is one reason 
where they differ: women PFCs also keep their own bread-
winning status private out of a desire to not embarrass 
their non-PFC partner. 
Contradiction #2: Women take on breadwinning but
retain home and child care roles. 

While 59% of our women claim the role of breadwinner,
they continue to contribute significantly to childcare and
homecare. When asked about homecare, 29% of PFCs
claimed they did either all or significantly more than their
partner, and another 51% said they contributed slightly 
more or equal to their partner. When asked about child-
care, 26% of PFCs claimed they did either all or signifi-
cantly more than their partner, and another 49% said they
contributed slightly more or equal to their partner. In this 
way our PFCs straddle two roles: their “conventional” 
home/child care role while taking on their “unconvention-
al” breadwinner role. The tension and exhaustion from 
doing both roles is well documented. As women have 
taken up work, much less the additional demands of bread-
winner status, their time spent on home/child care, known 
as the “second shift,” has not diminished and in many
cases actually increased.17 Not surprisingly, our PFCs said
they experience both the positive and negative sides of 
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straddling two roles: they were proud and satisfied, but 
also slightly overwhelmed. 
Contradiction #3: Women are not slowing down their
careers, but there are still few women at the top. 

Whether our respondents were their households’ bread-
winners or not, neither group of women is slowing down
their careers: all strongly denied turning down promotions,
taking a demotion, keeping a low profile to minimize 
advancement possibilities, or actively avoiding promo-
tions. In fact, both PFCs and non-PFCs believed their con-
tributor role had a positive impact on their other roles as
parents, partners, and community citizens. PFCs claimed
being the breadwinner actually had a positive impact on
their careers and on their confidence in making a contribu-
tion as a “worker”. Additionally, our sample had no statis-
tically significant difference in the presence of children:
65.5% of our breadwinner women have children as did 
64.8% of non-PFC women. This suggests that, contrary to
the expectation that breadwinners might delay and forego
children as a way to focus on their careers, our breadwin-
ning mothers work to find strategies to balance parenting
and their PFC role. 
While both our PFCs and non-PFCs denied engaging in
actions that purposefully slowed down their careers, the
numbers of women at the top of American organizations
contradict their ambition. In the U.S., women constitute 
nearly half of the workforce, yet they hold just 3.2% of
CEO positions and 16% of board seats in Fortune 500
companies.18 Even in our sample, after an average of 20
years in the workforce, only 17% of the respondents
achieved VP or higher positions in their organizations.
This gap between women’s commitment to their careers 
and the lack of women at the top of organizations may be
better explained by organizational barriers, such as rigid
work schedules and gendered differences around what
constitutes leadership, which have been the subject of
much research.19 

Implications of Findings and
Recommendations 
Consistent with any change and transition, the U.S.’s cur-
rent redefining of femininity and masculinity and women’s
and men’s social roles has been marked by conflict, anxi-
ety, and confusion. As women move into the breadwinner
role, conventional definitions of social roles are being
challenged and new ones are being established. Ideally, a
more egalitarian outcome may result: both sexes would be
free to choose the role, breadwinning or caretaking, and
the types of occupations deemed gender neutral they can
and will take up. 

In moving towards a more gender neutral and egalitarian
society, the contradictions women are currently wrestling
with need to be addressed. Female breadwinners need to 
challenge themselves to no longer be silent about their
role, both in negotiating the role with their partners and in
negotiating support with their employers. Naming and
consequently claiming their role enables them to seek out
support from their families, friends and employers. Clearly
it is risky to claim this unconventional role, but by doing
so, social roles will continue to evolve as “behavior is con-
tagious” and others feel they can do likewise.20 

Second, women need to thoughtfully redefine the bread-
winner role into a more sustainable work model than the 
historical one that men have followed for years. That con-
ventional model, where
work is assumed to be As women move into the primary in one’s life, 
freed up men to spend breadwinner role, con-
unlimited hours at work ventional definitions of 
while a stay-at-home social roles are being wife took care of his challenged and new ones family. Some women,
in taking up the bread- are being established. 
winner status, may Ideally, a more egalitari-
choose to essentially an outcome may result: swap conventional 
roles: many are putting both sexes would be free 
in the long hours at to choose the role, bread-
work and may be rely- winning or caretaking, ing on stay-at-home and the types of occupa-partners. Indeed, a third
of the women on tions deemed gender 
Fortune’s annual “50 neutral they can and will 
Most Powerful take up. Women” list today have
h o u s e h u s b a n d s . 2 1 
However, our sample of women demonstrated a commit-
ment to both work and family, taking up breadwinning
while still carrying responsibilities on the home front. For
those breadwinners, might not there be a middle role, 
rather than a work-only or family-only dichotomous 
choice in roles? During this transition, we might want to
consider a “third path”22 where spouses/partners can share 
work and caretaking. 
Finally, a critical player in seeking more sustainable, egal-
itarian, and satisfying roles for male and female breadwin-
ners is the employing organization. As the battle for top
talent continues to amplify, organizations need to provide
family-friendly policies that will support both male and
female breadwinners. Our sample responded positively to
all possible flexible work arrangements (FWAs) when
asked, “How can employers support you in managing mul-
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tiple roles?” In descending order, our breadwinners want
the option to work at home, sabbaticals after blocks of
employment, longer maternity leaves, and technology to
minimize commute and travel time. Employers not only
need to listen to the needs of female employees, but they
also need to disconnect their mental association between 
FWAs and “women’s issues.” As long as these policies are
seen as needed only by women, the policies won’t be used:
the career penalty for women or men who use them is too
great. As the breadwinner role becomes normative for
women as well as men, family-friendly policies will bene-
fit all employees and organizations alike.23 

Closing 
On the whole, despite all the contradictions and tensions
highlighted in the media, played out in relationships, and
captured in our sample, the bending of gender expectations
represented by women as breadwinners is a positive step
in a long line of positive steps. When the women in our
sample step into the breadwinner role, they report being
proud and satisfied with improved career and work per-
formance. This choice positively impacts their partner-

ships and their employers
as well. When the women in 

our sample step into The results of our survey
are promising, but certainly the breadwinner role, do not show the full picture they report being of gender and role changes proud and satisfied taking place in the U.S. 

with improved career More work is needed to 
understand the interplay of and work perform- financial contribution and ance. This choice pos- caretaking in other work-

itively impacts their force strata, among men, 
partnerships and among people of color, and

within same-sex partner-employers as well. ships. One thing that is cer-
tain, however, is that suc-

cessfully navigating through a transition such as this one
will take the efforts of both men and women – within part-
nerships and inside of organizations. 
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