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Media recognition of mothers isn't patronising but long overdue, writes Suzanne Leal. 

For Suzy Baldwin ("Dinosaurs make a mother of a blue", Herald, August 2), it is inappropriate and offensive to link the sporting achievements of marathon medallists Kerryn McCann and Krishna Stanton to their role as mothers. I disagree.

In my experience, when a woman is the primary care-giver for her children, her career is inextricably linked to her parenting role. This is because children need to be cared for, and that takes time. 

It takes time to feed a baby, establish a sleep routine, prepare meals, wash and dry clothes, cook and organise a schedule that incorporates schooling and child-care needs. 

Even though the number of families where the father is the primary care-giver or both parents equally share the work are increasing, it is my experience, and that of most of my peers, that the mother will generally assume the greater parenting role. 

Inevitably, this affects a woman's career. How can you perform the extended work hours that are the gateway to promotion if you have to be back at the after-school centre by 6pm? Flexibility in work hours becomes a trade-off for a reduction in earning potential or promotion possibility. This is the reality for most working mothers. 


	
	


Of course, the alternative is to outsource the parenting work to nannies, child-carers, babysitters, housekeepers and cleaners.

Such delegation is really only an option for the high earner, for whom it is still financially viable to work once these costs have been accounted for, or for the mother able to rely on the availability and goodwill of relatives and friends. 

For these mothers, a career compromise may not be necessary. These are the women who are free to become the supermums admired by Baldwin, whose often high-profile careers rarely skip a beat after a speedy return to work following childbirth, and for whom motherhood need never affect their professional lives. 

It is curious, however, that the army of workers required to maintain the supermum is rarely acknowledged, lest the myth of the all-achieving supermum be destroyed. It is the media portrayal of such supermums that I find offensive, for it sets an unrealistic and false benchmark to which all mothers are encouraged to aspire.

Far more encouraging is the media's admiration for McCann and Stanton in their ability to combine sporting careers with the care of their children. That the media is beginning to understand and discuss the demands of the average working mother in the context of the "sweep of the marathon mums" is an inspiration, rather than an insult, to feminism.

I see it as a recognition of the continuous juggling required by mothers who wish to pursue a career, whether it be sporting or otherwise, and maintain the care of their children.

I am happy to be recognised for the effort required to feed and dress two young children, pack their bags, make their lunches and drop them off at child care and before-school care before catching a bus to make it to work by 9am. I am happy that it is slowly being acknowledged that holding down a demanding job within child-care centre hours is difficult and requires increased work efficiency and flexibility.

For me, the recognition given to McCann and Stanton, as mothers and sportswomen, extends to all mothers juggling the care of their children with their personal achievements. And far from being offensive or inappropriate, I find this recognition both encouraging and inspirational.

Suzanne Leal is a mother and a Sydney-based writer.
