
when ana l i sa allen and her family
m oved to Ke nya, she st ayed home with
her two young children while her hus-
band, John, guided safaris. Five ye a r s
l a ter, they moved back to the States, and
she returned to work while Jo h n —w h o ’d
l o st his job—st ayed home with the kids. 

One eve n i n g, Analisa came home to a
messy house only to find a message fro m

her son’s school saying he’d been teased
for wearing a dirty shirt. “I’m the one
wo r k i n g, so why can’t I be the one tak-
en care of?” she thought to herself. “Jo h n
gets to spend more time with our chil-
d ren. I could do a better job of it.” 

While dual-c a reer couples are the
norm today, professional couples who
can afford to have one partner st ay home,

usually after the children are born, no
longer automatically assume that person
will be Mom. This can lead to multiple
formulas for resentment. Bre a d w i n n e r
w i ve s —still often expected by their mates
to act as social dire c t o r, houseke e p e r, and
meal planner— resent husbands who are
lax about household upke e p. Me a nw h i l e,
househusbands adjusting to their new
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Two Pe o p l e, One Bre a d w i n n e r
WHEN ONE PA RTNER WO R KS AND THE OTHER STAYS HOME, RESENTMENTS MAY 
F E STER. HERE’S HOW TO FIND AN EQUITABLE SOLUTION.  BY DEBORAH SIEGEL



d o m e stic roles often resent wives who
tell them what to do. And primary earn-
ers of either sex can feel trapped by wo r k ,
resentful that they didn’t have the choice
to st ay home; or they may feel let dow n
by partners who, once pro f e s s i o n a l l y
a m b i t i o u s, now relish their domest i c
identities to an alienating degree.

A n g e r, jealousy, and even re s e n t m e n t
a re natural in any re l a t i o n s h i p—and at
times even helpful. “Resentment is one of
the feelings we ’ re afraid of, and we find all
kinds of ways to avoid discussing it,” say s
Ha r va rd psyc h o l o g i st Leigh Mc C u l l o u g h .
But feelings are signals that convey impor-
tant information. “Resentment often sig-
nals some loss of one’s sense of worth as
a person, loss of self-c o n f i d e n c e, or loss of
s e l f- re s p e c t ,” says McCullough. At- h o m e
partners who envy working spouses may
be feeling insecure about their own loss of
p rofessional identity. Me a nw h i l e, bre a d-
winners may feel resentful of at- h o m e
partners because they hate their jobs. The
feeling can there f o re serve as a guide, lead-
ing resentful partners to discover what
t h e y’ ve lost and, ultimately, light the way
t owa rd replacing it. 

Own Your Choice
in some cases, the negativity you feel
t owa rd your partner is not as much about
your partner as it is about your own choic-
es. Resentment brews in a context—one
that often differs for fathers (historical-
l y, and until re l a t i vely re c e n t l y, pre s u m e d
to be the primary earners) and mothers
(the ones still often expected to st ay
h o m e, despite the reality that many
d o n ’t). Societal expectations about sex
roles can affect one’s self-e steem, infect-
ing even those couples who consider
t h e m s e l ves least susceptible. When
b readwinner wives envy or resent st ay-
a t-home husbands, they’ re often pro j e c t-
ing deep-seated feelings of guilt about

their own absence from their children’s
daily live s. “Working women are n ’t va l-
idated as good mothers,” says Leslie Ben-
n e t t s, author of The Feminine Mi s t a k e :
Are We Giving Up Too Mu c h ? “No one
ever acknowledges that working wo m e n
a re being good moms, taking care of their
kids, by working.”

C o nve r s e l y, when st ay- a t-home dads
e nvy or resent their breadwinning wive s,
the feeling often stems from their ow n
sense of inadequacy. “How do you define
masculinity when you’re not the person
who provides money for your family? ”
asks Gry Staalsett, a psyc h o l o g i st at the
Modum Bad Ps ychiatric Center in No r-
way. Recognize that popular, yet ulti-
mately narrow, beliefs about gender ro l e s
perpetuated by the larger culture don’t
h ave to define your own re l a t i o n s h i p.
Accept your decision about your arra n g e-
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“No one ever acknowledges 
that working women are being 

good moms by working.”

Striking a Balance
IF YOU’RE THE AT-HOME PARTNER 
■ Own the choice you’ve made, recognizing that traditional gender roles
don’t always correspond with a couple’s actual competencies.
■ Inoculate yourself against the loss of identity you may feel, or the isolation
you may experience, by forging a strong community of other professionals
who’ve made similar decisions to head home.
■ Understand that your partner’s work, while providing time away from
child-care duties and household chores, is not vacation.
■ Talk clearly with your partner about what’s going to work for a two-year
period, not just for the moment. Recognize that your current arrangement 
is not forever.

IF YOU’RE THE BREADWINNER
■ Some resentments are unavoidable, and can convey important informa-
tion about yourself.
■ Be sensitive to your partner’s loss of professional identity. Don’t take work
inside the home for granted.
■ Give your partner time to adjust to new duties before swooping in to cor-
rect their parenting behavior or housekeeping style.
■ Don’t assume that because you earn the money, you hold greater decision-
making status in your relationship.

ment, at least for the moment. Seek sup-
port from friends who validate your deci-
sion to work or st ay home— i n c l u d i n g, of
course, your partner.

Acknowledge Domestic 
Contributions
in a society that draws a bright line
b e t ween professional contributions and
d o m e stic ones, couples must learn to
recognize that the two arenas are inter-
connected. There ’s no reason decision-
making power should re st solely with
the partner who brings in the money,
s ays family thera p i st Esther Pe re l ,
author of Mating in Captivity: Re c o n c i l-
ing the Erotic and the Domestic. W h e n
couples come to her with re s e n t m e n t s
related to the distribution of money and
p ower within their re l a t i o n s h i p s, she
helps them better understand the



i n t e r l o c k i n g, complementary nature of their contribu-
t i o n s. “Each one is facilitating the other’s ability to run
their turf.” 

Ac k n owledging that interconnection, howeve r, is not
a l ways easy. For partners who make the shift to st ay i n g
home with children after having wo r ked in the world out-
s i d e, internal conflicts can fuel the sore feelings. “Re s e n t-
ment can grow from the hidden mourning about the
u n l i ved life ‘out there,’” says Staalsett. Work inside the
h o m e—c a regiving and, in many cases, part-time paid
wo r k—is less valued than full-time paid work outside the
h o m e. “We live in a culture that puts more value on doing—
a c h i ev i n g, performing, and fulfilling the American dre a m
of success—than on being and closeness, connection and
c a re,” says Staalsett. For men in particular, this dow n s h i f t
in value may come as a surprise. “It’s a double whammy
for men who go home to care for kids,” says sociologist
Pamela St o n e, author of Opting Out? Why Women Re a l l y
Quit Ca reers and Head Ho m e. “ T h e y’ ve given up a high
status role and taken on one that isn’t .”

Keep It Fluid
“there are very few couples that are going to come up
with an arrangement that is decided at the beginning and
will work for 45 ye a r s,” says Pe rel. Partners need to check
in with each other re g u l a r l y, make adjustments in domes-
tic and professional arra n g e m e n t s, and deal with conflict
early on.

Ps yc h o l o g i st Barry Mc C a r t hy urges couples to talk about
their arrangements in terms of two-year time fra m e s. “Ag re e
to check in every six months to see how well it’s wo r k i n g. Yo u
need an accountability system so it doesn’t all come cra s h-
ing in on yo u ,” he say s. Talk about what happens if it doesn’t
work the way you, as a couple, want it to. Have a plan B.

When resentments surface, couples owe it to them-
s e l ves to consider the problem from an individual per-
s p e c t i ve (what is my resentment teaching me?) and as a
unit (what might we need to adjust?). But there are times
when resentments are clues to larger pro b l e m s. Ac c o rd-
ing to John Gottman, author of And Baby Makes Th re e :
The Si x-Step Plan for Pre s e rving Marital Intimacy and
Re k i ndling Romance After Baby Ar r i v e s, t h e re is often a
d e e p e r story behind the issues we fight about. It’s impor-
tant not only to understand your partner’s feelings and
needs but to grasp what your partner holds sacre d —va l-
u e s, beliefs, and ex p e r i e n c e s. Sometimes a couple’s share d
beliefs—in this case, about specialization of ro l e s —st o p
being in sync. Says Gottman, “Resentments can be signs
of other, more fundamental processes that are failing too,
l i ke friendship, ro m a n c e, and passion.” When this becomes
the case, it’s time to look beyond issues of marital org a n-
ization and seek professional help.

DEBORAH SIEGEL, PH.D., is the co e d i tor of Only Child a n d

author of S i sterhood, Inte r r u pted: From Radical Women to

Grrls Gone Wi l d .

▲ For info: Turn to page 111 and circle #48.


