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Where did the Great Resigners and
Quiet Quitters go?
Tens of millions of employees left the workforce last year, from self employment to better
roles, this is where they have landed and what’s next for employees.
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More than 40 million people quit their jobs last year—a
number slightly bigger than the population of California—so
where did all the Great Resigners go? 

First off, shouldn’t we call this work-life revolution what it is:
The Great Resistance? Or The Great Reassessment? The
pandemic forced millions of working parents to rewrite the
rules and ask ourselves the broader, all-important question:
What do we want out of life? 

Misty Heggeness, an associate professor of public affairs at the
University of Kansas and former principal economist and
senior adviser at the U.S. Census, says many individuals
who’ve been shocked by the pandemic are “definitely defining
and carving out new paths forward that bring them more in
balance with their own quality of life standards and health
and wellbeing goals.”

From my vantage point, there are three paths that all
accomplish a similar goal–some have left to be their own boss,
others have taken other full time jobs, while others are scaling
back and setting boundaries.

BEING YOUR OWN BOSS

As the host of Mom’s Exit Interview, I talk to parents across the
country who are making their careers work for them, instead
of the other way round. They want to “thrive without the 9-to-
5” and are  rejecting outdated employer expectations.  In other
words, they want flexibility and freedom.

Many parents I’ve spoken to have successfully launched
themselves into self-employment; they’re part of the 12 million
women-owned businesses in the U.S. While some self-
employed moms tell me they’re working significantly more,
others say they want to work less than at their traditional job—
or at least differently—meaning they’ll block out chunks of time
for school drop-off and pickup and log on after bedtime. 

I left the traditional workforce just before the pandemic  after
15 years as a media executive.  I run my own company helping
businesses grow with video and podcast content. As a mother
of two at the peak of my career, I was a driven, focused
executive but I had no flexibility. Now, I apply everything I
learned from my roles at Netflix, Us Weekly, and Fox to my
small business clients. But  I can make it to my kids’ soccer
games and doctor’s appointments.

Lynn Smith, a former CNN anchor, who left media in 2021 to
start Rylan Media says she feels more fulfilled at work than
ever. “We don’t have to leave our careers. We can find
something more manageable so we feel fulfilled in our work
and like we are also doing our best at home.”

Jacent Wamala, a licensed marriage and family therapist, calls
her resignation “the best decision I could have made.” She left
her role at a charter school to be a therapist in private practice
and eventually a money mindset coach. She was seeking
“more fulfillment and the potential to earn more” and says an
added benefit is being present with her new baby.

It’s no wonder so many moms are seeking balance. A
whopping 40% of the total labor force consists of parents with
a child under age 18 at home, and 11% have a child under 5,
according to Glassdoor.  

TRADING UP

Leslie Gray Streeter left a two-decade journalism career,
shifted into communications, and eventually quit during the
pandemic. The pressure of working from home and being a
single mom eventually became too heavy a burden. However,
she returned to a full-time job as a columnist at the Baltimore
Banner because “I was basically offered my dream job” with a
“great salary and flexibility.” With her mom serving as co-
parent, Streeter says “I had to admit I was going to be the only
breadwinner. I needed financial stability for my child.”
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Heggeness says within the Great Resignation, data points to
evidence of swapping into “higher paying jobs.” Jazzy Thatch, a
project manager, resigned twice and switched industries and
roles to one they’re more passionate about—which offers
growth opportunities, more flexibility, and better benefits.

QUIET QUITTERS OR BOUNDARY BUILDERS? 

Employers see ‘quiet quitting’ as laziness wrapped in
alliteration but employees see it as resetting their relationship
with their employers.  “Quiet quitting” is defined as being
disengaged at work and according to a Gallup poll, that
classification fits 50% of the U.S. workforce. 

An Ohio teacher admitted to me she’s basically checked out.
She’s scaling down, refusing  to spend all her nights and
weekends grading papers and creating lesson plans. She says
she’s “not giving all that extra that teachers are expected to
do.” Instead, she’s building a side business she’s hoping will
become her main income source.

And it’s not only moms who are quiet quitters. Technology
worker Daniella Flores told me once she “stopped jumping at
every ‘volunteer’ opportunity and taking every meeting that
popped onto her calendar,” she got both a raise and more
respect. I stopped being that ‘yes’ person and people stopped
trying to drain my time.” She has since left tech and started a
virtual financial & career literacy business for neurodivergent
and LGBTQ+ folks called I Like To Dabble.

In my full-time roles in media, quiet quitting wasn’t an option.
When I launched and ran a 17-person digital video unit for Us
Weekly magazine, I created a supportive, collegial and engaged
environment. In 15 years, it never crossed my mind to buy one
of those apps that makes your boss think your computer
mouse is active while you’re actually doing burpees at the
gym. As a small business owner, I am working to create my
own boundaries and challenging myself to craft the career that
suits me and my family. 

As we continue the conversation around The Great
Resignation and Quiet Quitting, while many people are leaving
the workforce or intentionally doing the bare minimum, I
believe more people–particularly, but not exclusively–parents
are reevaluating their relationship to work and pursuing job
flexibility that allows them to fit their careers into their lives
and not vice versa. And that is deserving of a catchy new
phrase, perhaps The Forever Flex or The Great Reframe.

Kim Rittberg is the founder of Henry Street Media, an award-
winning company offering content strategy, video and audio
production and on-camera media training. Kim launched the
digital video unit at Us Weekly, was an executive at Netflix and
PopSugar and a TV news producer. She is also the host of Mom’s
Exit Interview podcast.
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How an experiment found an
unlikely—and successful—new use:
helping deaf children and their
parents communicate
Hello Monday adapted touch-free screen interactions to create Fingerspelling.xyz, an
innovative tool that teaches American Sign Language

BY FASTCO WORKS

A B O U T  T H E  A U T H O R

FastCo Works is Fast Company's branded content studio. Advertisers commission us to
consult on projects, as well as to create content and video on their behalf. More









Each year, two to three children per thousand born in the United
States are deaf or hearing-impaired. The vast majority are born to
hearing parents, who are most likely meeting a deaf person for the
first time. Given the importance of acquiring language from birth,
this immediately places both parents and child at a critical
disadvantage, with the former typically needing to learn a new lingua
franca: American Sign Language (ASL). In ordinary times, the best
and fastest way is through face-to-face instruction—an impossibility
during the pandemic. As desperate new parents turned to textbooks,
YouTube tutorials, and eventually online courses, one thing was
lacking: the confidence that stems from knowing you’re doing it
right.

Enter Hello Monday, a creative studio (now part of DEPT) that loves to
experiment with new technology and explore creative ways to use it.
During research and ideation, one idea that surfaced was the
potential of using hand-tracking to learn ASL finger spelling. So Hello
Monday started to dive deeper into the world of finger spelling and
the need for better solutions. The result was Fingerspelling.xyz, a
Web browser-based app that uses a webcam and machine learning to
analyze hand shapes so people can learn to sign the ASL alphabet
correctly. After several months of tinkering and prototyping, the firm
took the atypical step of choosing its own client and sent the site to
Cheri Dowling, now the executive director of the American Society for
Deaf Children (ASDC).

“I get these kinds of emails almost every day,” Dowling recalls. “Most
of the time, they’re trying to ‘fix’ the deaf community. But the deaf
community doesn’t need to be fixed. This wasn’t trying to fix
anything. It was trying to support people learning a language—a
language that our organization supports 110%. I just remember
thinking: Wow, could this really work?”

Conventional wisdom suggested it wouldn’t. Rather than following
the bottom-up principles of human-centered design, the Hello
Monday team had taken the opposite approach, borrowing a piece of
tech intended for one use and retrofitting it for another. “Being an
agency, typically a client would come to us: ‘We have this problem;
what’s the solution?’ ” says Anders Jessen, the firm’s CTO and a
founding partner. “In this case, the idea emerged from playing with
the technology.” Although less common, brokering ideas across
different domains and disciplines is another tried-and-tested means
of innovation—one design firms do especially well.

PURPOSEFULLY SIMPLE

The finger spelling site is simple—and purposefully so. Armed with
only a webcam and browser, visitors are asked to select their
dominant hand, choose a skill level, and begin mirroring the letters
depicted on screen by a cartoonishly purple fist, such as V-for-Victory
—or more befitting an infant, as the third letter in “love.” Learners’
spelling positions are traced by purple lines indicating how closely
they match the correct positions, which unlocks the next letter, word,
or level. In this regard, finger spelling delivers what YouTube and
even large online courses are missing. “We wanted it to feel a bit
‘gamified’ so there’s a feeling of success and progression,” Jessen
explains. “And by keeping the design simple and clean, it’s easy for
users to try it and see.”

By the time Hello Monday cold-called Dowling in early 2021, the ASDC
had begun hosting online courses, but was still bumping up against
the time constraints of human instruction. “Once that class is over,
you’re back to wondering, Is this right?” Dowling says. It was
immediately apparent that finger spelling was the missing link—a
practice tool for reinforcing lessons and nipping bad habits in the
bud.

With the help and refinement of the ASDC, the site launched to the
public in late April 2021. Within 10 days, it had recorded 150,000
correct hand signs; 10 months after that, it had logged 2.5 million. (It
was also an honoree in the 2022 Fast Company Innovation by Design
Awards in the Learning category.) The site continues assisting finger
spellers to this day.
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For her part, Dowling is excited about the possibility of further
refinements to capture the subtleties of advanced cues and complete
words that go beyond finger spelling. “What’s the next level?” she
asks.

Over at Hello Monday, Jessen and his team are reflecting on what
made the project successful and how they can apply it to future AI-
human cocreation. After all, large language models such as GPT-3
were weaned on enormous datasets that have produced even more
original text in return. Lesson one: keep it simple. “If you can create
something that just feels easy to use and understandable without any
instructions, then you probably have the right UI,” Jessen says. “And
the right UI is probably one that has fewer items than you think.”
Lesson two: the better you train an AI, the better it will train you. “It’s
a fun back-and-forth process with lessons for generative AI,” he adds.
“There are so many interesting possibilities. I think it’s a space that
we are going to explore much more.”
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