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Lily Starling, the owner of Downtown Davis Massage and Wellness in California, says she was able to advance her career by 

picking up extra work from co-workers with family commitments.  

 

Aziz Gilani, a director at DFJ Mercury in Houston, sometimes leaves early to take his children, Aleena, 5, and Ziyad, 3, to their 

swim class. Two of his partners also have young children, which places demands on their time.  

KELLY Azevedo used to work upward of 70 hours a week.  

It wasn‟t really for the extra money. It‟s just that she doesn‟t have children. When colleagues 

were on kid duty, she had to pick up the slack.  
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“Parents are a special class, and they get special treatment,” says Ms. Azevedo, 27, who left her 

job at an Internet marketing firm to start She‟s Got Systems, a Web site for entrepreneurs based 

in Sacramento. While she was covering for her former colleagues, she says, she sometimes 

sacrificed her own obligation to take care of her ailing grandparents.  

On this Labor Day weekend, when we celebrate the American worker, or at least the last 

unofficial days of summer, Ms. Azevedo is giving voice to what many people feel in their bones: 

the pursuit of “work-life balance,” which sounds so wholesome and reasonable, can be a zero-

sum game in the office.  

In theory, flextime seems like an everyone-wins proposition. But one person‟s work-life balance 

can be another‟s work-life overload. Someone, after all, has to make that meeting or hit that 

deadline.  

As a result, many Americans who work for companies that embrace flexible hours are 

confronting a sort of office class warfare. Some employees have come to expect that the 

demands of their children, in particular, will be accommodated — and not all of their colleagues 

are happy about it.  

These tensions are hardly new. But at a time when many Americans are struggling to find or 

keep jobs — and when many of us are being asked to do more with less — the issue has come to 

the fore.  

Child care has long been the third rail in this conversation, and it is receiving renewed attention 

in no small part because of a recent article in The Atlantic by Anne-Marie Slaughter. She 

discussed the moment she realized that she was unable to hold down a high-level State 

Department job and attend to her two adolescent boys. While advocating workplace flexibility 

for everyone, Ms. Slaughter stressed the special problems that women face balancing their 

careers with children.  

Ms. Slaughter, 53, says both mothers and fathers should be “open and indeed proud” to leave 

early for the sake of their children and deplores the notion that spending more hours in the office 

automatically translates into getting more work done. But sometimes there is no substitute for 

office face time.  

It‟s not just the moms who are juggling.  

“My kids have swim classes that start at 5 p.m.,” says Aziz Gilani, 32, a director at DFJ Mercury, 

a Houston-based venture capital firm. “The net result is that I‟m sure there are times when my 

partners are expecting me to be in the office and my office is empty because I‟m doing one of 

these parental commitments. I‟m sure it creates a burden for them.”  

Mr. Gilani says it helps that two of his four partners also have young children, but that also 

means he‟s often on the other side. “Sometimes I need an answer immediately, because what we 

work on is often time-sensitive, but my partner is at soccer practice with his daughter and that 

has created a decent amount of inconvenience.”  
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“It‟s rough,” he says, but office technology enables them to work around the problem.  

Mr. Gilani says there has never been a major spat at his firm over the issue. But Deborah Epstein 

Henry, founder of Flex-Time Lawyers, has found that colleague resentment is very common. 

“It‟s the reason that a lot of work-life balance programs fail,” says Ms. Henry, whose firm, based 

in Ardmore, Pa., advises law firms and other organizations on flexibility policies. “In an ideal 

world, no one else is saddled with more work if their colleague works a reduced schedule.”  

However, reality often strays far from the ideal.  

Megan, 31, an associate at a large law firm in Washington who asked that her last name not be 

used because of the delicacy of the issue, says that when she worked on a case with a more 

senior lawyer who had a part-time schedule because she had several children, Megan ran the 

whole case. “She swooped in at the last minute and took all the credit,” says Megan, who is 

married but does not have children. “Getting the experience was the upside.”  

Some employees don‟t mind filling in for their colleagues with children — in fact, they see it as 

paying it forward and advancing the feminist mission to “have it all.”  

“I put a high priority on helping other women achieve career success and time with their family,” 

says Jessie Kornberg, 30, a litigator at Bird, Marella, a Los Angeles-based law firm. But recently 

she ended up covering for a man — her boss — when he could not make it to a court hearing 

because of child care responsibilities. 

“If staying late or working more would make a big difference for a woman or a man trying to 

juggle competing interests, sure, I would do it. It‟s a small thing for me, and a big thing for them, 

so I do it when I can,” says Ms. Kornberg, who is married but has no children.  
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Kelly Azevedo often had to fill in for co-workers with children.  

That gets into the fraught territory that is at the center of this debate. Who, if anyone, has the 

work-life balance higher ground: The mother with three children, the son taking care of elderly 

parents, or the 20-something who is learning Mandarin once a week? And should the reasons 

even matter and be brought to the table in the first place?  
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“My advice is to remove the why — take the reason out of it,” says Cali Williams Yost, chief 

executive of Flex + Strategy Group/Work + Life Fit, a research and consulting firm based in 

Madison, N.J. “You shouldn‟t say, „I‟m leaving at 3 p.m. to take my kid to a soccer game,‟ ” she 

says, “because what about the person who has to take their parent to chemotherapy or the person 

who needs to go to marriage counseling?”  

So what should an employee tell the boss when life bumps up against the job? “I think the 

default is to focus on, „Where am I going?‟ ” says Ms. Yost, who has advised the United Nations, 

Microsoft and Johnson & Johnson, among others, on flexible work strategies. “Instead, 

employees should focus on, „How am I going to get my job done?‟ ”  

Problems with work overload often stem from poor implementation, Ms. Henry says. Companies 

should put one person in charge of overseeing all of the employees who are working these 

compressed schedules, tracking their hours, and looking at the assignments and how they are 

staffed, she says. “An effective work-life program is one where an employee gains flexibility 

while continuing to be responsive and accessible to colleagues and clients,” she says.  

Often, the culprit in these situations is lack of communication, says Ms. Yost, who is the author 

of the forthcoming book “Tweak It: Make What Matters to You Happen Every Day.”  

Just ask Megan, the junior associate. “If the woman I was working with had said to me, „I‟m 

going to be checked out, can you run everything?‟ I would have been fine with that,” she says.  

Those conversations, however, do not happen enough. In a survey of more than 600 employees 

about work-life balance and flexibility conducted in March 2011, only 52 percent of respondents 

said that they talked to their colleagues about changes in how, when and where they worked. In 

other words, many co-workers are left to scramble because a colleague neglected to say that he 

was leaving early, working from home that day or taking every Friday in August off.  

Employees often do a better job of communicating and coordinating with their supervisor than 

with their direct reports and co-workers, according to Ms. Yost, whose firm commissioned the 

survey, which is done every two years.  

“Without communication, our flexibility program would not work,” says Blair Murphy, 40, a tax 

partner at Ernst & Young, the global accounting firm, in Boston. Mr. Murphy works closely with 

a female colleague who leaves every day at 5 p.m. to relieve her child care provider. He, in turn, 

leaves early two days a week in the spring to coach his son‟s Little League team.  

“Our group is constantly communicating,” he says. “Everyone basically knows where everyone 

else is at all times.”  

FOR some, though, there are benefits to taking on other people‟s work.  

Lily Starling, 29, says that when she worked as a massage therapist at large hotel chains, she 

would often pick up extra shifts from employees who could not make appointments because of 

child care responsibilities.  
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In addition to bringing in more money, “it gave me the opportunity to advance my career,” says 

Ms. Starling, who is now the owner of Downtown Davis Massage and Wellness in Davis, Calif.  

“If you can sacrifice your personal life, there is great incentive if people are pulling themselves 

out of the equation,” she says.  

But Ms. Starling says her experience of having to cover for colleagues so many times has made 

her more cautious in her hiring decisions. “I have to know that people are going to show up and 

that if something arises they will fall back onto their own system,” she says.  

So what‟s the solution?  

Ms. Yost says we need to start by “de-parenting” and “de-gendering” the conversation. “You 

may cover for me during my son‟s soccer game, but I may cover for you while you take your 

mother to the doctor,” she says. “That‟s how we can stop overburdening people,” she adds. “No 

good flexibility policy ever put in place was for parents only.”  

But even well-designed policies cannot always accommodate the reality that many industries are 

deadline-driven or not particularly conducive to balance.  

At Ernst & Young the policy is that everyone, no matter their age or life circumstances, has 

equal claims on flexibility — there is no work-life balance trump card, says Karyn L. Twaronite, 

Americas inclusiveness officer at Ernst & Young in New York. While implementation varies 

slightly by practice area and group, employees, whether they play in a weekly basketball league 

or need to pick up their children from school, can mold their schedules, to a certain degree, to fit 

their personal lives.  

“When we first gave this a shot back in the 1990s, it did have the tendency to build resentment 

on some teams, but we moved away from fixing it as a „woman problem‟ to fixing the 

environment,” Ms. Twaronite says. “We also didn‟t want working parents to feel embarrassed 

about taking time off.”  

Who gets priority, though, if one employee‟s son has his back-to-school night on the same night 

as another‟s poker game?  

“People switch on and off, and there is a lot of transparency,” Ms. Twaronite says. She took 

advantage of the company‟s flexibility program to leave early two nights a week to attend 

business school at Fordham University from 1992 to 1995 and to take off a few Fridays a month 

when her son was younger.  

Mr. Murphy says there are times when he has to pick up the slack between 5 and 7 p.m. because 

his colleague leaves at 5. But it‟s a two-way street; his colleague covers for Mr. Murphy, too. “I 

don‟t feel like I‟m working more because of someone‟s else‟s flexibility,” he says, “I just feel 

like I‟m working differently.”  
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