
The Main Breadwinner 
Ron Hyams is Managing Partner of Connected Leadership.  He was invited to 
facilitate a group of high flying female executives as part of Ernst & Young’s initiative 
to get more women into the boardrooms of South African business.   
 
 
What happens to a relationship when the woman is the main breadwinner?  As facilitator 
of the Ernst & Young Woman’s Forum Ron recently helped a group of senior business 
women explore this issue. The format is straightforward: take 15 Ernst & Young women 
have each invite 4 business friends, serve breakfast, add facilitator and let the dialogue 
begin! 
 
They are not a typical cross section of South African women - mostly white, corporate, 
high achieving - yet their views provide a fascinating sneak preview of emerging trends 
in South African business and society.  
 
As facilitator of the session Ron start sby asking: “is this situation -  the woman being the 
main breadwinner -, one  you find yourself in now or could envisage in a few years 
time?”  In each group the vast majority of women agree: “yes, I’m either already the 
main breadwinner or I could see that happening in the not too distant future”.   
 

Mother of all megatrends 
 
Tom Peters has called this trend - the rising importance of women in business - ‘the 
mother of all megatrends’.  He points to the rise of the woman as consumer in chief of 
most purchases.  For example, in the US: 83% of all consumer purchases are instigated 
by women, including more than 50% of car purchase decisions, and globally: women buy 
over 50% of all new cars, comprise 40% of business travellers, and start 35% of new 
businesses. 
    
Given this trend, Peters argues that the boardrooms have to more closely resemble the 
markets being served otherwise they are in danger of being out of touch with the - 
increasingly female - needs of consumers.  In South Africa – despite seeking to 
encouraging diversity -  the number of senior women is stuck at around 20%.  So 
something needs to change.  It’s madness for a country like South Africa to be denying 
itself access to half the talent pool.   
 
Also, as Patricia Howitt, UK Cabinet minister for Women puts it “equality for women 
isn’t just a moral issue – it’s something which has a positive impact on business too” 
(quoted in A Woman’s Place is in the Boardroom) For example, of 69 companies with 
women directors had ROE of 13.8% vs. 9.9% for 31 companies with all-male boards 
(Female FTSE 100 Report, 2004) and of Fortune 500 companies ranked by representation 
of women, the top quartile outperformed the bottom quartile by 35% on ROE (Catalyst 
US study, 2004). 



 
But what are the relationship dynamics that this trend brings in its wake?  Most of the 
women in the forum agreed that a woman’s main expectation of a man is that he should 
be the ‘provider’ – so when this gets turned on its head what happens?  As we discovered, 
during the forum, the topic raises issues of power, culture and mindset.   
 

Relationship dynamics 
 
To help the women understand their relationship we shared some psychological theory.  
Psychologist, Harville Hendricks developer of Imago therapy and John O’Neill (author of 
Success and the Shadow) propose that relationships typically go through predictable 
stages.  They often start with the starry eyed romance phase then can get bogged down in 
power struggle or denial and then, hopefully, breakthrough to a more mature state of 
harmony variously called co-creation or the conscious relationship. 
 
We found that each of the groups of women resonated with the idea of these phases, and 
particularly, identified their own relationships with the phases of denial, sabotage or co-
creation.  We were interested in what happens when the challenge of Main Breadwinner 
gets overlayed on these dynamics.   
.   
To get the discussion going we provided a series of pictures that represent the typical 
stages of relationship dynamics: 

• Romance – symbolized by the men and women holding hands 
• Denial  - symbolized by the bottle and people covering their eyes and by the 

bottle of booze ‘Absolut Denial’ 
• Power struggle  - symbolized by Sumo wrestlers 
• Sabotage  - the spanner in the works and the man derailing a train 
• Co-creation  - symbolized by skaters, Torville and Dean  

 
The question we then posed to the women is: “which of these images most closely 
resembles the dynamics on your primary relationship?” 
 



 

Denial 
 
A few participants commented that sometimes it’s easier not to rock the boat.  The new 
financial realities of the woman earning more than the man may challenge the status quo.  
However, one response is to batten down the hatches and pretend that nothing has really 
changed.  This is denial.  It’s easier to just get on than to challenge comfort zones and 
enter the difficult, confusing place of trying to work out new gender roles.   
 
One of the women shares that as she became increasingly successful her marriage started 
to crumble.  Her husband couldn’t handle the relative loss of  power and went into an 
alcohol fueled state of denial - and then went off with another woman.   
 
This left the woman hurt and confused about her need for power and excitement at work 
and how to reconcile this with her need for relationship and balance.  She’s now left her 
husband and has found a new boyfriend who is a surfer.  They have very different roles 
and avoid competing.  They each do their own – very different - thing.   
 

Co -creation 
 
In each of the groups one or two women reported an extraordinary degree of harmony in 
their relationship – regardless of which way the financial earning scales tipped.  This 
suggests that it’s not about the money per se.  Rather it is a matter of where the 
relationship is at.  Either it may be new and still in the ‘romance phase’ or, it may have 
matured beyond ‘power struggle’ to a harmonious state of ‘co-creation’.   
 



For women in co-creative relationships there was often the comment that ‘its not about 
the money’.  One woman put it this way: “I earn more than my husband but so long as 
he’s got something to feel good about – whether it be winning a cycle race or playing in 
the orchestra – then the money doesn’t seem to matter.  It’s a matter of self esteem or 
maybe it’s a question of power – but defining power in highly individual terms – not 
necessarily financial”.   
 

Sabotage 
 
One woman worked in asset management.  She reports:  “my husband is an ardent 
supporter of my career success.  But that’s not the problem.  The men in my  work place 
are  in denial of the changing role of women.  I’m stuck in a sexist environment.  My boss 
thinks he’s looking out for me.  But he’s paternalistic and condescending.  He just can’t 
understand how a woman could want to be in the boardroom.  He thinks he’s very 
supportive of women but actually he’s patronizing and because of his pre-conceptions he 
won’t expose me to the challenges and opportunities that he’d give a man.  I think the 
barrier is those men who have stay at home wives.  They just don’t have the right 
expectations of women”. 
 

Cultural challenges 
 
When the woman becomes the main bread winner this challenges traditional mindsets.  If 
not of the husband, than of the wider community.  A few women describe how this 
challenges traditional cultural values, for example :  “I come from a traditional Afrikaans 
family and our extended family struggles with the fact that there are times when I have to 
stay late at work and it’s my husband that has to pick the kids up”. 
 
And another woman shares:  “With two powerful people both  in the role of breadwinner 
there is conflict.  Added to this are the cultural dynamics in our relationship.  You see he 
is Portuguese and in his culture the women belong in the kitchen whereas I am Italian 
and in my culture the men are more adaptable”. 
 
Another spin on this is that it may be the woman who is resisting change: “I’m a mother 
as well as the main breadwinner and, frankly, I’m reluctant to let my husband look after 
the kids.  I’ve noticed that when I do let my husband look after the kids but I tend to 
criticize him for whatever he does – I guess I don’t want him to get too comfortable in the 
home maker role – after all, that’s how I define myself”. 
 

Pro-activity 
 
When a Woman is the Main Breadwinner this can strain the relationship.  This challenges 
both partners to find new ways of relating.  However, some women coped through their 
individual leadership and pro-activity. 



 
For example, the female FD of a major company seems to have found a good balance.  
She stresses the importance of surrounding herself with a great support team.  She’s very 
aware of the need to balance all the demands on her time – both business and personal: 
“it’s not about being the first to arrive/last to leave – it’s not the hours I put in but rather 
the results I get out. Sometimes that means leaving a board meeting to watch my 
daughter compete in a swimming gala – and my colleagues have come to accept that”.   
 
This woman seems to have resolved the apparent conflict between her roles as mother 
and business woman.  In her view balance and equilibrium lead to happiness which in 
turn leads to effectiveness.  She says:  “why not spend more time on achieving this 
balance.  It’s not up to the boss to sort your life out – you must” 
 

Multiple roles 
 
Faith Popcorn in her book Eve-olution talks about what she describes as the ‘multiple 
roles of women’ which she contrasts with the simpler, more focused role of the male 
“men basically work and eat!”  This notion of a woman’s multiple roles resonated with 
the Forum participants.  
 
The multiple roles might include: mother, house maker, social arranger, and breadwinner.   
 
When the breadwinner role comes to the fore their husbands often still expect them to 
deliver on their other more traditional roles – and more important, the women expect it of 
themselves.  This creates huge stress - balancing the day job and the demands of the 
home: “my husband is willing to help in the home – but he expects me to tell him what to 
do - he’s not pro-active and expects me to plan everything”. 
 

Changing roles 
 
Most of the women shared the view that whilst a few years ago for the woman to be the 
main breadwinner was pioneering it’s now much more acceptable.  But whilst society is 
changing there may be a disconnect between how a particular couple deals with the issue 
and the expectations of wider society and their network of friends.   
 
What was striking was the individuality of how different couples dealt with the 
challenges.  One woman says: “we’re a team – it’s never been a problem.  Whoever gets 
home cooks”.  Another says:  “I’ve always earned more than my husband.  He’d be 
willing to stay at home and look after the kids.  But I ask myself whether I’d be happy 
being married to a man who hasn’t the career ambition”. 
 

Different languages at work 
 



Ron shares a video about Deborah Tannen author of Talking 9 to 5.  In it Tannen 
proposes that men and women essentially speak different languages at work. For men the 
‘game’ at work is about winning the ‘competition’ and getting to the top of the hierarchy, 
whereas for women it is much more about connecting and building relationships. 
 
One woman comments:  “you see more males at the top because they want to win the 
game.  By contrast the woman wants everyone to be happy.  When you listen to a woman 
leader speak it’s all about consensus, seeking dialogue.  The woman thinks team, team, 
team - whereas the man thinks me, me, me”. 
 
One older Forum participant reflected on the video.  She completely identified with 
Tannen’s notion of the difference of men and women’s styles at work. But this woman 
says she’s learned to manage men.  “You just have to know the right buttons to push.  The 
trick is not to tackle them head on and risk wounding the fragile male ego.  Rather let 
them win the public battle but then quietly go up to them and influence them one to one 
using a woman’s natural skills of empathy and relationship”.  She has a cheeky grin as 
she declares to the rest of the women in the group: “why just settle for equality – after all, 
once she knows what buttons to push a woman can get a man to do anything she wants!” 
 

On reflection 
 
The forums were certainly interesting and the debate heated at times – but, as one male 
colleague asked – isn’t more women at the top just a nice to have?  Ron replies:  “I don’t 
think so.  The number of senior women in South African business is stuck at around 20% 
- so something needs to change.  It’s madness for a country like South Africa to be 
denying itself access to half the talent pool.  Also, there is much evidence indicates that 
women have unique qualities to bring to leadership and third because  of what Tom 
Peters has called ‘the mother of all megatrends’ which is the rise of the woman as 
consumer in chief of most purchases.  The boardrooms have to more closely resemble the 
markets being served otherwise they are in danger of being out of touch with the - 
increasingly female - needs of consumers”. 
 
 
As Patricia Howitt, UK Cabinet minister for Women puts it “equality for women isn’t 
just a moral issue – it’s something which has a positive impact on business too”. For 
example, of 69 companies with women directors had ROE of 13.8% vs. 9.9% for 31 
companies with all-male boards (Female FTSE 100 Report, 2004) and of Fortune 500 
companies ranked by representation of women, the top quartile outperformed the bottom 
quartile by 35% on ROE (Catalyst US study, 2004).  It’s statistics like these that convince 
even the hardest nose - usually male – financial director, that more women is in the 
boardroom is an idea whose time has come. 
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