
approach
Mum-of-two 
ROCHELLE SEWELL 
explains why she’s  
happy to be a 1950s  
style housewife

old school
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 T
he room is dimly lit with fancy 
chandeliers. The men in tailored suits 
resemble extras in a Bond movie, next to 
women in slinky cocktail dresses and 
glittering jewels. I’ve squeezed into heels 
and carefully applied my 

make-up, yet I feel like a fraud. I’m 
standing in a semi-circle of strangers and 
someone’s glamorous wife turns to me 
to make small talk. Before long comes 
the inevitable question. “So what do you 
do?” I usually cower inside before 
answering.

My confession to you reader is that I 
spend my days looking after my 
household and children. It’s a classic 
1950s-era partnership. I’m the stay-at-
home wife with the cosseted husband 
– except he doesn’t wear slippers or 
smoke a pipe. But he is greeted each 
night with a kiss on the cheek and a 
piping hot meal. Forget the modern age. 
In my house we’re stuck firmly in the 
past. 

My children aren’t babies. It feels like 
yesterday that Ruby was born, but she’s 
five and already at school. Sophie, three, 
is no longer toddling about, developing 
her own identity. But somehow the girls 
being out of nappies doesn’t mean they 
need me any less. 

Much to my surprise, I’m already five 
years into a sabbatical from my former 
life as a town planner. I’m one of an 
ever-decreasing number of New 
Zealand women who choose to remain 
in unpaid work in the home. According to the 2015 
Statistics New Zealand Household Labour Survey, the 
number of women employed increased from 54.5 per 
cent in 1994 to 63.3 percent in 2014. “While much of 
this growth in women’s participation was in the older 
age groups,” the report said, “we have also seen 
significant gains for those aged 25-49 years – the prime 
child-bearing and rearing ages.” Will full-time 
housewives like me become an endangered species? 
I’m all for mothers making the choice to work, but I 
also want the choice to stay at home - without 
judgment. 

I often feel guilty. I don’t add financial value to our 
household on paper (although I could write a 
spreadsheet about the number of ways we’re saving on 

childcare, take-aways, and a cleaner). I feel undervalued 
by my place in our modern society too: one that 
supports the new mum but not the not-so-new mum. 
We’re getting better at talking about the baby blues 
and post-natal depression, especially in those first six 

months of sleepless nights and endless 
nappies. But there’s less support after 
that first-birthday milestone.  

By the time my daughter was 12 
months old, I felt like I should be beyond 
that foggy head-space that comes with 
the arrival of a new baby, and ready to 
return to work. I steadily watched my 
friends with babies go back to their old 
jobs or find new ones. But, as an older 
mother, my focus was on having a 
second child and I still felt I had a job 
to do at home. Yet it was at that point 
that I began to feel lonely.

It’s often said that the most important 
job you can do is be a parent. But these 
days I have no performance targets to 
measure my achievements and no 
control over my day. I’ll often find that 
it’s 10am and I’m still knee deep in wet 
bedsheets, my three-year-old wants to 
be read a story, and I’m still trying to 
eat breakfast, whereas my partner will 
have knocked out a productive three 
hours in the office.

Where I once had a set of professional 
goals, there’s now only one goal: to care 
for my own children. The irony is that, 
even though I worry that I’m not doing 
enough for the family’s finances, I know 
I’d place enormous value on this job if 

I paid someone else to do it. 
I’m not alone in having these feelings. Amanda*, an 

Auckland-based financial analyst, says she lasted 12 
weeks at home with her son. She missed the challenges 
of a professional environment and was bored by the 
baby stage where he didn’t do much more than smile 
occasionally, poo and drink. One day she had an 
epiphany: “I can pay someone else to do this stuff”. 
Amanda, 38, has valued the help she outsources from 
nannies and daycare centres ever since.

The feminist movement gave us choice. But with 
increasing property prices in our biggest cities, rising 
living costs and a rate of consumption that far outstrips 
our grandparents, it’s not surprising that a double-
income household is becoming a necessity.   

I’m the stay-at-
home wife with the 
cosseted husband 
-except he doesn’t 

wear slippers or 
smoke a pipe. But 
he is greeted each 
night with a kiss 

on the cheek and a 
pipping hot meal.
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When new acquaintances realise  
that I’m not in paid work, I’m  
often told how lucky I am that my 
husband supports me financially. I try 
not to feel patronised. I am lucky.  
But sharing his money is just not the 
same as earning my own.

I took heart from the now 
infamous article Fathers, you can’t 
afford a Stay At Home Mom, written 
in March 2015. In his blog, US IT 
consultant Matthew Nelms expressed 
quite literally why he couldn’t afford 
to pay his wife a commercial wage 
for the work she does in the home. 
He calculated the true costs of paying 
an outsider to supply 24/7 childcare, 
in-home education for their son, 
cooking, cleaning, and all manner of 
domestic chores to support their 
family. His story went viral.

Putting economics aside, I left 
something else behind in my old 
world: knowing how to dress up. Nice clothes can allow 
you to make a chameleon-like transition to the 
professional world. In this job, old jeans, complete with 
remnants of my daughter’s cuddle over breakfast, are 
my uniform. I’m not the only one.

Karen*, 40, is an Auckland-based former marketing 
manager and now a full-time mother of boys aged four 
and six. She laughs about a ball she attended recently 
with her husband. “I was terrified of wearing heels for 
a whole evening until I realised I had more to worry 
about when I pulled my dress out of the back of the 
cupboard and discovered it was one size too small”. 
She admits that a last-minute extreme-exercise routine, 
squeezed around the kids, “ just wasn’t going to cut it”. 
In the end she bought a new dress, with a new dress 
size to match.

Kids mean relationships change too. Before children, 
my husband and I had time for uninterrupted 
conversations, time to plan and dream. These days we 
can barely get to hello before the girls cut in. We’ve 
discovered that little people are a leveller. They can 
make or break a relationship, especially when their 
needs are put ahead of their parents. The latest statistics 
suggest that divorce rates in New Zealand are the 
highest between five and nine years of marriage, often 
coinciding with the arrival of children. By the end of 
2014 there were around nine divorces to every thousand 
existing marriages. That’s around one in three of those 
weddings we’ve all attended ending in divorce. 

My husband and I now feel like we’ve turned the 
corner on the “baby phase” and those early years of 
living like flatmates. We’re as close as we’ve ever been, 
but without either of us realising it at first, my role 
in our relationship changed the day my eldest daughter 
was born. As the partner who’s not subjected to 
workplace stress or the burden of providing financially 
for the family, I’m genuinely concerned about helping 
my husband to manage workplace stress and meet his 
emotional needs. Call it antiquated, but asking “how 
was your day dear” is as important a statement to us 
as it was to our grandparents.

But for me, this role is not enough. I’ve sought 
value outside of mothering and supporting my partner 
by taking on volunteer work. Many home-based 
parents support local playgroups, serve on committees, 
and provide backup childcare (emergency pickups 
and care for the sick) for other working parents. I 
know from experience we are a silent army of helpers, 
some of us chastising ourselves for having it easy. In 
fact, many stay-at-home parents make an enormous 
unpaid contribution to society. According to the 
Department of Internal Affairs over 1.2 million New 
Zealanders volunteer. Around 59 per cent of this 
group are female and people between the 
(childbearing) ages of 30 and 39 volunteer the most. 
It’s these numbers that tell the story.

The modern housewife is a precious commodity. 
One who should be valued as a homemaker, a mother 

The modern housewife is a precious  
commodity. One who should be valued as  

a homemaker, a mother and a partner, and  
a member of the community.



 Before going to bed, 
write down ten things 
you’ve achieved in 
your day (even if it feels 

like nothing much).
 Connect with other ‘grown ups’ 

by getting involved in a regular activity where 
you’re able to talk about the world outside 
of your children. This could be online but, 
better yet, a gathering outside the home, even 
encouraging you to dress up occasionally. This 
could be anything from joining a book club to 
getting involved in a sports team.

 Volunteer your time, even if you can 
only offer a small amount. Most charities and 
voluntary organisations will value any kind of 
support. See www.volunteeringnz.co.nz

 Find time for an occasional date night 
with your partner. On nights where you 
need to stay in, try to take time to prepare 
a meal together once the kids have gone to 
sleep. With any luck you might get to enjoy an 
uninterrupted conversation – that’s if the kids 
don’t wake up.

and a partner, and a member of the community. It’s 
just harder to quantify because that value is just not as 
cut and dried as performing to task for a pay cheque. 
Sometimes I look at my girls playing and, for just a 
moment, I imagine I’m watching a home video in 20 
years’ time, the footage crackling as the film rolls in 
sepia tones. It’s then that I realise that one day they’ll 
be grown up and won’t need me in the same way. It’s 
then that I truly understand the importance of the 
investment I‘m making in my family right now. 

Back at the party, I breathe deeply and smile  
at the glamorous woman. I reply with gentle honesty 
that I don’t have a career right now because I’m  
raising two wonderful little girls, and that’s where  
I’m needed the most. �

SURVIVAL TIPS
 FOR THE

MODERN HOUSEWIFE

Tasty meals,
healthy babies
Introducing your baby to 
a variety of fresh foods 
from an early age sets 
the stage for a lifetime of 
healthy habits. 

Philips Avent offers you a range 

of food preparation solutions, 

including the unique combined 

steamer and blender and the 

versatile food storage system.

First steam fruit, vegetables, fish 

or meat and then simply lift and 

flip the jar over to blend it, no 

transfer of food required.

www.facebook.com/Philips.Avent.NewZealand
www.philips.co.nz/AVENT


