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WORK LIFE: MOVING FROM THE PERSONAL TO THE POLITICAL 

Ellen Galinsky

I am glad that the 2008 election has raised the issue of working families. This has been a “sleeper” issue, but no more! After the nomination of Sarah Palin, working families are responding in such high numbers that they are jamming the airwaves, filling up blogs, even crashing websites as they make their varying opinions heard!  

But so far, what people are saying is mainly personal—can Sarah Palin manage her large family and be Vice President?  How did Joe Biden care for his two young sons alone and continue to be an effective Senator?  And on and on.

It is not surprising that we focus on the personal. In the media leading up to the presidential nominations and at the conventions, the introductions to the candidates have included how they manage their own personal and political lives.  We are left with images of Barack Obama talking to his daughters by Webcam at night, of John McCain asking his wife where the child she brought home from Bangladesh was going to live, of Joe Biden taking the train home to Wilmington after his days in the Senate, and of Sarah Palin with her children in her office.

Yet not once—not in any debate to date—has a candidate been asked about his or her stand on policies pertaining to work and family life beyond health care and economic security. They do in fact have positions—they are posted on their websites.  But until Families and Work Institute hosted conference calls with top policy advisors from Senators McCain’s and Obama’s campaigns for business leaders, these positions remained simply as rhetoric on their websites.  Now we have insight into what the candidates think, what they value, and most importantly, what they would do if elected.

The public cares very much about work and family life, especially in our current economic crisis. Let us continue to ask the candidates about their views—in town forums, by the media and in the debates. If we don’t continue to ask, we will be losing a crucial opportunity to move beyond the personal to the political. 

Palin, McCain, Biden and Obama may have found ways to manage their work and family lives, but many Americans would welcome knowing how the candidates stand on this fundamental challenge of modern American life.
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