
	 www.americanprogress.org

A
G

EN
C

Y/PH
O

TO
G

RA
PH

ER

The Three Faces of Work-Family Conflict 
The Poor, the Professionals, and the Missing Middle

Joan C. Williams   Center for WorkLife Law, University of California, Hastings College of the Law

Heather Boushey  Center for American Progress

January 2010





The Three Faces of Work-Family Conflict 
The Poor, the Professionals, and the Missing Middle

Joan C. Williams   Center for WorkLife Law, University of California, Hastings College of the Law

Heather Boushey  Center for American Progress

January 2010





 1 Introduction and summary

 11 The poor

 32 The missing middle

 50 The professionals 

 60 What all Americans need

 73 Conclusion

 74 Data and method appendix

 77 Endnotes

 85 About the authors

 86 Acknowledgements

Contents



ii  Center for American Progress  |  The Three Faces of Work-Family Conflict

These are the three faces 

of work-family conflict in 

our country today. These 

are the families that need 

comprehensive work-family 

government policies that 

give them all the opportunity 

achieve the American Dream. 

The poor
Kim Braithwaite was making progress. She was working 
two jobs to support her two children, 9-year old Justina 
and 1-year-old Justin. But on October 12, 2003, she 
faced a dilemma: her babysitter was late. Kim would be 
tardy for her shift at McDonald’s if she delayed and she 
worried that she would be fired. The sitter would arrive 
in a few minutes, Kim reasoned, and she left for work. 
The next she heard was from the police. Her children 
were found dead in her front room; her apartment 
had caught fire before the babysitter arrived. Kim was 
arrested for child neglect. Said a neighbor, “It’s hard 
when a single mother has two or three kids and has to 
work a lot. But I never hear her kids crying, never see 
her yelling at them. She is a good mom.”1 

The bottom 30 percent of American families try to 
get by on a median annual income of $19,000, earn-
ing less than $35,000 dollars a year.2 Their median 
income has fallen 29 percent since 1979 (in inflation-
adjusted dollars). These families get few benefits from 
their employers to help manage work-life conflict 
and often hold jobs with inconsistent or unpre-
dictable schedules that exacerbate these conflicts. 
Government policies to help these families cope 
with work-life conflicts are too-often inadequate and 
underfunded, yet conservatives point to the problems 
these families have in balancing work and family as 
proof of their “irresponsibility.”
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The professionals
Sally Sears was a high-profile TV news anchor, a 
job she loved and continued for nine years after her 
son’s birth. But then “[m]y five-day 50-hour week 
was becoming a 60-hour week.” She felt she was 
missing her son’s childhood, so she asked to reduce 
her hours to something more like traditional full 
time. Her employer said it was all or nothing. Very 
reluctantly, she quit. Ironically, the same all-or-noth-
ing employer soon hired her…to report part time. 
But now she had no job security, no pension, no 
health insurance, and no chance for advancement. 

“It kills me that I’m not contributing to my 401(k) 
anymore,” she told a reporter.3

The highest income families, who typically hold 
professional or managerial jobs, have a median annual 
income of $148,000, earning above $101,000 a year, 
with one in five earning above $210,000, and one in 
ten earning above $320,000. Their median income 
has increased 7 percent since 1979 (in inflation-
adjusted dollars). Employers are most likely to offer 
paid leave and workplace flexibility to these workers, 
yet require long hours that make achieving a work-
able balance impossible for many. Conservatives and 
progressives alike fall for the false notion that women 
in these families who “opt out” of the workforce are 
voluntarily doing so for the sake of their kids.

The missing middle
“Mike drives a cab and I work in a hospital, so we 
figured one of us could transfer to nights. We talked 
it over and decided it would be best if I was here 
during the day and he was here at night. He controls 
the kids, especially my son, better than I do. So now 
Mike works days and I work graveyard. I hate it, but 
it’s the only answer; at least this way somebody’s here 
all the time. I get home at 8:30 in the morning. The 
kids and Mike are gone. I clean up the house a little, 
do the shopping and the laundry and whatever, then I 
go to sleep for a couple of hours before the kids come 
home from school. Mike gets home at five, we eat, 
then he takes over for the night, and I go back to sleep 
for a couple of hours. I try to get up by 9:00 so we can 
have a little time together, but I’m so tired that I don’t 
make it a lot of times. And by 10:00, he’s sleeping 
because he has to be up by 6 in the morning. It’s hard, 
very hard. There’s no time to live or anything.”4

Americans who are neither rich nor poor have a 
median annual income of $64,000, earning between 
$35,000 and about $110,000 a year. Their median 
income has fallen 13 percent since 1979 (in infla-
tion-adjusted dollars). These families too often are 
overlooked by government policies and academic 
studies. This report is designed to ensure policymak-
ers understand the day-to-day challenges faced by this 

“missing” 50 percent of American workers, and the 
political benefits to be gained by attending to them, 
alongside the poor and the professionals.5
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Introduction and summary

Work-family conflict is much higher in the United States than elsewhere in the developed 
world.6 One reason is that Americans work longer hours than workers in most other devel-
oped countries, including Japan, where there is a word, karoshi, for “death by overwork.”7 
The typical American middle-income family put in an average of 11 more hours a week in 
2006 than it did in 1979.8 

Not only do American families work longer hours; they do so with fewer government-
mandated family support laws. Only the United States lacks paid maternity-leave laws 
among the 30 industrialized democracies in the Organization for Economic Co-operation 
and Development.9 The only family leave available to Americans is unpaid, limited to 
three months, and covers only about half the labor force.10 Discrimination against workers 
with family responsibilities, illegal throughout Europe,11 is forbidden only indirectly here. 
Americans also lack paid sick days, limits on mandatory overtime, the right to request 
work-time flexibility without retaliation, and proportional wages for part-time work. All 
exist elsewhere in the developed world.12

So it should come as no surprise that Americans report sharply higher levels of work-
family conflict that do citizens of other industrialized countries.13 Fully 90 percent of 
American mothers and 95 percent of American fathers report work-family conflict.14 And 
yet our public policy makers in Congress continue to sit on their hands when it comes to 
enacting laws to help Americans reconcile their family responsibilities with those at work. 

Why the political impasse?

The United States today has the most family-hostile public policy in the developed 
world due to a long-standing political impasse. The only major piece of federal legisla-
tion designed to help Americans manage work and family life, the Family and Medical 
Leave Act, was passed in 1993, nearly two decades ago. In the interim—when Europeans 
implemented a comprehensive agenda of “work-family reconciliation”—not a single 
major federal initiative in the United States has won congressional approval. In the 110th 
and 111th congressional sessions, the Federal Employee Paid Parental Leave Act, which 
would provide four weeks of paid parental leave to federal employees, passed the House 
of Representatives—garnering support from 50 Republicans in the vote in the 110th 
Congress—but has not passed in the Senate. 
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Paid family leave legislation at the federal level remains absent despite years of effort. 
Childcare subsidies are limited to the poor and are sporadic even for those families, as we 
will further describe below. The only other relevant federal programs, tax credits for child-
care and other dependents and the ability to use pretax earnings for dependent care, offer 
most families only a small annual subsidy that is not available for families who owe no taxes. 

Why has widespread concern over work-family conflict failed to translate into political 
action? One reason is this: when American public policymakers and the media think 
about work-family conflict, they think mostly about Sally Sears, the professional TV 
anchor profiled in our opening pages. Public discussion of work-family conflict has 
focused largely on the “opt-out revolution” by professional mothers who leave the fast 
track in order to care for children.15 Newspapers’ coverage of these “opt-out moms” typi-
cally projects a hagiographic image of women choosing selflessly to place their children’s 
needs before their own.

This picture contrasts sharply with coverage of a different group of opt-out moms. 
“Welfare-to-work” mothers also receive extensive media coverage, although these stories 
typically are not framed as stories of work-family conflict. Typically stories about these 
women revolve around the tug-of-war over whether poor mothers who are not employed 
are, or should be, cut off from the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, or TANF 
program, which as of 2009 offers low-income, unemployed mothers an average of $372 a 
month, with a lifetime cap on benefit receipt of five years or less.16

Neither portrait is accurate nor a recipe for building a strong coalition toward changing 
public policy to address work-family conflict. Both professional women and welfare moth-
ers are portrayed in these narratives as lacking sufficient personal or financial incentives to 
work outside the home. Thus, in this frame, the problem is not the lack of adequate public 
policies but rather the personal choices of a small set of mothers who are in families that 
do not happen to look like most U.S. families. Politicians have actively used these narra-
tives to reject moving forward on a work-family agenda.17

Lost in the shuffle between the professional mothers praised for staying at home, and poor 
mothers criticized for doing so, is a much broader group that Harvard University sociology 
professor Theda Skocpol aptly calls the “missing middle.” Skocpol finds “puzzling” that “our 
policy debates deal so little with the fate of working families of modest means, the people who 
put in long hours to earn a living and make a decent life while coping with rising pressures in 
their workplaces while trying to raise children in solo-parent or dual-worker families.”18 

Information is strangely scarce about these embattled middle-income families—who are 
constantly struggling either to remain in the middle or to work their way into the lifestyles 
and livelihoods of the professionals. Relatively few policy studies or academic papers 
discuss the lives and work of Americans in the middle. One goal of this report is to take 
seriously Skocpol’s call to include the missing middle in progressive analysis and policy 
recommendations.
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This report looks for the first time in a comprehensive way at work-life conflicts across 
all families, with the exception of the truly wealthy.19 Through showing the three faces of 
work-family conflict, our analysis points toward how we can build a stronger coalition for 
policies to address work-family conflict. With the support of the Ford Foundation and the 
Rockefeller Family Fund, we break down the relevant data sets by income. Specifically:

• Low-income families, defined as the bottom one-third of families in terms of income 
• Professional-managerial families, defined as the 13 percent of American families with 

incomes in the top 20 percent and at least one adult is a college graduate—13 percent of 
families in 2008

• The remaining 54 percent of families: the Missing Middle—53 percent of families in 2008

Our data encompass the late 1970s (1977, 1978, and 1979) to the late 2000s (2006, 2007, 
and 2008), and includes only families with an adult between ages 25 and 54. For simplic-
ity, we draw comparisons between “today” and “30 years ago,” although we are a few years 
off in each direction. We use data from the Current Population Survey Annual Social and 
Economic Supplement and the Survey of Income and Program Participation to examine 
income, hours of work, and childcare usage and costs across families. Due to limitations 
of these surveys, we are not able to include an analysis of nonheterosexual families. All 
numbers without citation in the report are from our analysis. (Please see the Data and 
Methods Appendix for more on our data and method.)

Our analysis shows that while families across the spectrum face work-family conflict, they 
experience it differently and the politics of resolving these work-life conflicts are defined 
by these differences. While these differences are very real, they mask the fact that no mat-
ter where Americans stand on the income spectrum, they need short-term and extended 
paid leave and new workplace flexibility rules, as well as high-quality, affordable childcare 
and freedom from discrimination based on family responsibilities. 

In short, this report reveals the disconnect between Americans’ widespread concern 
over work-family conflict and their inability to pass legislation to address the issue. 
Understanding this disconnect first requires a portrait of why work-family conflict is so 
acute and widespread today. We detail the three distinct faces of work-family conflict in 
the United States in the main body of this report, and then outline a new template for 
policy analysis. But we begin by highlighting the basic contours of our analysis. 

An American workplace perfectly designed for the workforce of 1960

In 1960, only 20 percent of mothers worked, and only 18.5 percent were unmarried.20 
Because the most common family was comprised of a male breadwinner and stay-at-home 
mother, employers were able to shape jobs around that ideal, with the expectation that the 
breadwinner was available for work anytime, anywhere, for as long as his employer needed 
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him. This model did not serve the small but certainly not insignificant share of families 
who did not fit this mold, but the model stuck.

This model makes absolutely no sense today. Now, 70 percent of American children live in 
households where all adults are employed.21 Nearly one in four Americans—more every 
year—are caring for elders.22 Hospitals let patients out “quicker and sicker.” Yet employers 
still enshrine as ideal the breadwinner who is always available because his wife takes care 
of the children, the sick, the elderly—as well as dinner, pets, and the dry cleaning. For 
most Americans, this is not real life. 

This explains why work-family conflict is so widespread. Today’s workplaces are (im)per-
fectly designed for the workforce…of 1960. The mismatch between the workplace and the 
workforce delivers negative economic consequences for individual workers at all income 
levels, as well as for U.S. businesses and for our economy as a whole. 

From a macroeconomic standpoint, the clearest cost of mismatch is that the United States 
loses a key engine of economic growth because our outdated workplaces push highly 
trained workers out of the workforce. The most obvious example is Sally Sears, who is 
emblematic of millions of professional women who are educated at tremendous—often 
public—expense, and who are then pushed out when high-powered careers demand 
24/7 availability. This problem is exacerbated because “full time” in these careers typically 
involves 50 or more hours a week, while the career and income penalties for “part-time” 
work are dramatically higher in the United States than elsewhere.23

As a result, professional women who need hours more like a traditional full-time job of 
40 hours a week often find themselves “doing scut work at slave wages,” as one profes-
sional woman put it.24 This systematic de-skilling of women who work part time—as one 
in five professional and middle-income mothers do, according to our data analysis—is a 
major macroeconomic cost of workforce-workplace mismatch. So is underemployment 
of low-income mothers, who face wage rates so low that it makes little economic sense for 
them to work; a lack of subsidies for childcare often leads to the perverse situation where a 
mother’s take home pay is less than childcare costs. 

The Economist offers a sober assessment of the macroeconomic consequences of the 
resulting loss of women’s human capital. The magazine warns that many women “are still 
excluded from paid work; many do not make best use of their skills. Greater participation 
by women in the labor market could help offset the effect of an ageing, shrinking popula-
tion and hence support growth.”25 

Designing workplaces around the old fashioned breadwinner-homemaker household has 
microeconomic consequences as well. Individual employers may think, in good faith, that 
they need to work employees longer and longer hours in order to remain competitive. But 
that conclusion reflects confusion between the inevitable costs of doing business and the 
costs associated with a specific, and outdated, business model.
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Extensive research documents that the mismatch between work and life today leads to 
very high and very expensive levels of absenteeism and attrition as well as to decreases in 
productivity.26 Indeed, the “business case for workplace flexibility” is extensively docu-
mented at the microeconomic level. We will limit ourselves to one example: A study of 
manual, customer service, clerical, cashiers, and sales positions found that employee 
turnover was 20 percent in a single month, or 240 percent turnover a year.27 

That’s no way to run a business. Replacing these workers is extremely costly, given that 
replacing workers earning less than $75,000 costs 20 percent of their annual salary.28 
Research suggests that the turnover rate for employees who lack the flexibility they need 
is twice that of those who have it.29 

These costs remain largely unnoticed because they are seen as inevitable costs of doing 
business. They aren’t, of course. Both macroeconomic and microeconomic analyses dem-
onstrate that policymakers need not fear that work-family policy initiatives will undermine 
American businesses, or America’s competitive position in the world economy. In fact, rec-
onciling work and family would enhance American’s competitive global position—which 
is why Europeans have focused so much energy on this issue. 

If the United States continues on its present course, it will face a united Europe that has 
made great strides toward providing family-support laws and institutions—and less devel-
oped countries where work-family conflict for professional-managerial and often even 
middle-income families is muted by the availability of extremely cheap domestic labor.30 
To ensure the United States provides quality care for the next generation of workers, while 
at the same time utilizing effectively the human capital of its mothers, fathers, and all 
caregivers, we need to get serious about work-family public policy. 

Why three faces? 

The typical American workplace today is so deeply out of sync with today’s workforce 
because of dramatic changes over the past few decades in incomes, working hours, and 
patterns of family care. The result is widespread work-family conflicts, but in ways that play 
out differently among the poor, the professionals and the embattled middle. 

First of all, incomes have diverged. In 1960, men with steady jobs could deliver the basics 
of a middle-class life—the house, the car, the washing machine—with only intermittent 
part-time work by their wives.31 That’s over. After the first oil embargo in 1973, the income 
of high-school-educated men plummeted, leaving many fewer Americans able to sustain 
stable access to the American dream. Yet better-educated workers experienced explosive 
earnings growth in the 1990s. Today, the gap between middle-income earners and high 
earners is much wider than it was in 1979.32 (See Figure 1) 
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Our data show that professional-managerial incomes have climbed 7 percent since 1979, 
while families in the middle saw their incomes fall 13 percent over the same period—and 
low-income families saw their incomes plummet by 29 percent. As a result, other analysis 
shows that families headed by high school dropouts worked 12 percent more but earned 
8 percent less in real dollars in the 15 years after 1973. Families headed by high school 
graduates did better, but they, too, lost ground. They worked 16 percent more but earned 
only 4 percent more. In sharp contrast, families headed by college grads rocketed ahead. 
Their earnings increased by 30 percent.33 

Median incomes (incomes in the middle of each earnings group) also diverged sharply 
over the past 30 years. (See Table 1) In 1979, families in the three groups earned median 
incomes of $27,000, $74,000, and $138,000, respectively, in 2008 dollars. By 2008, those 
three income levels stood at $19,000, $64,000, and $148,000, respectively. Such sharply 
diverging incomes transformed the American family. Falling incomes for the middle 
occurred even as wives increased their labor force participation. But, even with the added 
earnings of wives, families struggled to afford childcare and elder care costs. 

Changing work hours

Work hours over the past 30 years changed most dramatically for mothers, although once 
again patterns vary by family income. Married middle-income and professional-manage-
rial mothers joined the workforce in large numbers. As shown in Table 2, a little more than 
one-third, or 35 percent, were at home full time 30 years ago. Today, only 20 percent of 
professional married mothers and 23 percent of middle-income married mothers are at 
home full time.

This trend comes as no surprise. Far more surprising is the news about low-income moth-
ers. First, they are more likely than other mothers to be out of the labor force today, even 
if they are unmarried. Over one-quarter, or 27 percent, of poor single mothers are out of 
the labor force today compared to 4 percent of single mothers in the middle and 2 percent 
among professionals. Second, married low-income mothers are slightly more likely today 

Figure 1

The growing income divide

Percent change in inflation-
adjusted family income, 1979  
to 2008, by income
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Table 1

Diverging classes

Median family income by income, 1979 and 2008

Low income  Middle income Professional

1979 $26,709 $74,244 $137,547

2008 $19,011 $64,465 $147,742

Source: Source: Heather Boushey and Jeff Chapman’s analysis of Miriam King, Steven Ruggles, Trent Alexander, Donna Leicach, and Matthew 
Sobek. Integrated Public Use Microdata Series, Current Population Survey: Version 2.0. [Machine-readable database]. Minneapolis, MN: 
Minnesota Population Center [producer and distributor], 2009.

Source: Heather Boushey and Ben Zipperer’s analysis of 
Center for Economic and Policy Research extracts of the 
Survey of Income and Program Participation, 2004 panel.
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than 30 years ago to be at home full time. Today, 60 percent of married low-income moth-
ers are out of the labor force compared to 55 percent in 1979. 

That low-income, married mothers are now more likely to not be employed outside the 
home is, in part, simply an artifact of putting families into groups by income. Families 
without a working wife are by definition likely to have less income than families with 
more earners. With working motherhood now so widespread, families that do not have 
a working mother are more likely than in the past to fall into a lower income grouping. 
Further, many mothers who stay home full time do so not out of a preference for caring 
for their own children, but due to public policy design: a lack of child care subsidies 
means that the costs of care would eat up most, if not all, of their earnings. Further, 
inflexible workplaces with unpredictable schedules make accessing quality and afford-
able childcare nearly impossible.34

Work-family conflict is prevalent today not only because of the movement of mothers into 
the workforce but also due to an increase in long working hours, defined as 50 or more 
hours a week. Today, as 30 years ago, long hours are most common among professional-
managerial men, 38 percent of whom now work 50 or more hours a week. Men in the 
middle are next most likely to work long hours: 23 percent do—up from 21 percent 30 
years ago. Once again, the trend reverses among low-income families, with 16 percent of 
men working long hours 30 years ago compared to 9 percent today. (See Table 3)

Women are much less likely to work long hours, although today 14 percent of profes-
sional-managerial women do so. The exception, astonishingly, is single mothers: 32 per-
cent of professional-managerial single mothers work 50 or more hours, as do 12 percent of 
mothers in the middle. Less than 4 percent of low-income single mothers work long hours, 
but they are more likely to put in these hours at more than one job, adding extra transpor-
tation hours onto their workdays. 

What our data analysis shows is what scholars call the “time divide.”35 In the United States 
today, many higher earners fervently want fewer hours,36 while many low-wage workers 
can find only part-time work, or none at all, and want longer hours, consistent and predict-
able schedules, and benefits.37 

Table 2

Women in the workforce

Stay-at-home married mothers, by family income, in the late 1970s and the late 2000s

Low income  Middle income Professional

 1977–1979 55% 35% 35%

 2006–2008 60% 23% 20%

Source: Source: Heather Boushey and Jeff Chapman’s analysis of Miriam King, Steven Ruggles, Trent Alexander, Donna Leicach, and Matthew 
Sobek. Integrated Public Use Microdata Series, Current Population Survey: Version 2.0. [Machine-readable database] (Minneapolis: Minnesota 
Population Center [producer and distributor], 2009).

Figure 2

Single mothers staying  
at home

Nonemployed single mothers,  
by income, 1979 and 2008

 40%

 35%

 30%

 25%

 20%

 15%

 10%

 5%

 0%
Middle 
income

ProfessionalLow 
income

34
.7

%
27

.2
%

7.
7%

3.
9% 4.
2%

1.
6%
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Changing patterns of family care

In 1960, only 20 percent of mothers worked, husbands supported married women, and 
there were relatively few families headed by a single mother.38 But over the past 30 years, 
patterns of family caregiving diverged sharply by family income. 

A key divergence concerns single motherhood. Two-thirds, or 66 percent, of low-income 
families with children are headed by single parents today, compared to a little under half, 
or 47 percent, in 1979. In sharp contrast, 81 percent of families in the middle, and 96 
percent of professional-managerial families with children are headed by married parents. 
That represents a just over 10 percentage point drop among middle-income families, as 
93 percent of families with children were headed by a married couple in 1979, but only a 
2 percentage point decline among professional-managerial families. 

Predictably, childcare also varies across family income levels. (See Figure 3) The most 
common form of care in low- and middle-income families is by relatives other than the 
parents themselves. Roughly one-third of each group—34 percent and 30 percent, respec-
tively—relies on relatives as their primary kind of childcare. Only about one-quarter, or 
24 percent, of professional-managerial families rely on relatives. Instead, these higher-
income families are more likely to rely on child-care centers—37 percent do—as do 
roughly 30 percent of families with low- and middle-income families. 

Perhaps most surprising, low-income families are more likely than other kinds of fami-
lies to rely on the moms and dads themselves for childcare, 26 percent, compared to 
20 percent of middle-income families and 14 percent of professional families. Less than 
4 percent of families in all three groups rely on sitters or nannies. 

A final factor that affects work-family conflict is child-care costs. Unlike Europeans, many 
of whom have access to high-quality, neighborhood-based childcare at subsidized rates, 
Americans at all levels struggle to find high-quality childcare—and struggle even more 
to pay for it. According to our analysis, in March 2009 dollars, low-income families pay 
around $2,300 a year per child for childcare for children under age 6—about 14 percent of 
their income. Families in the middle average $3,500 a year—6 percent to 9 percent of their 

Table 3

Men working more, or less

Men working 50 or more hours per week, late 1970s and late 2000s

Low income  Middle income Professional

 Late 1970s 16% 21% 34%

Late 2000s 9% 23% 38%

Source: Heather Boushey and Jeff Chapman’s analysis of Miriam King, Steven Ruggles, Trent Alexander, Donna Leicach, and Matthew Sobek. 
Integrated Public Use Microdata Series, Current Population Survey: Version 2.0. [Machine-readable database] (Minneapolis: Minnesota 
Population Center [producer and distributor], 2009).
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income. Professional families pay about $4,800 a 
year—3 percent to 7 percent of their income. 

Subsidies are available only for low-income families 
and are scare and sporadic even for them. About 30 
percent of low-income families using center-based 
care, and 16 percent using an in-home care center for 
a child under age 6, receive subsidies. The percentage 
of middle-income families receiving subsidies is neg-
ligible—about 3 percent for an in-home care center. 

There are federal tax policies, however, that tend to 
benefit middle-income and professional-managerial 
families. The Child and Dependent Care Tax Credit 
benefits middle-income workers and families 
because it is only available to families where par-
ents—both parents if it is a married couple—have 
earnings or are in school. Low-income families 
often don’t earn enough to benefit significantly from 
or even receive the tax credit. Flexible Spending 
Accounts for Dependent Care mostly go to profes-
sional-managerial families because employers must 
set up these programs.39 A real weakness of both policies is neither controls for quality of 
care. Further, neither is large enough to provide significant help for most families.40

The mismatched dynamics of work-family conflict

Our report makes it possible not just to understand how family income differences affect 
the experience of work-family conflict by the American people, but also to see how public 
policy negatively affects family life—and how enacting progressive family friendly laws 
and regulations could improve life for Americans across the income spectrum. Effective 
political action to reform our workplace rules has been stymied by the great divide among 
the poor, the professionals, and the missing middle—each group has different types of 
jobs, handles childcare differently, and has different amounts of disposable income to help 
them manage work and family obligations. 

Yet, from a policy standpoint, each group needs four basic kinds of supports and protec-
tions Americans now lack:

• Short-term and extended leaves from work, including paid time off for family and medi-
cal leave and paid sick days

• Workplace flexibility to allow families to plan their work lives and their family lives

Figure 3

Taking care of the kids

Kind of child care used, by family group, 2004 
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• High-quality and affordable childcare so that breadwinners can concentrate on work 
at work

• Freedom from discrimination based on family responsibilities

The last section of our report forges our analysis of work-life conflicts among the poor, pro-
fessionals, and the missing middle into a new approach to work-family policy and politics 
designed to bridge the differences between these three income groups. 

Specifically, we offer an understanding of work-family conflict that will help progressives 
to build a successful coalition to address the needs of all American families. This report is 
designed to persuade policymakers and the American people that sky-high levels of work-
life conflict reflect not just a personal problem, but also a failure of public policy to provide 
for all Americans. As presented in the Center for American Progress’s “Our Working 
Nation,” the agenda includes:41

• Updating basic labor standards to account for the fact that most workers also have fam-
ily responsibilities by establishing the right to paid sick days, instituting predictable and 
flexible workplace schedules, and ensuring that workers have access to paid family and 
medical leave

• Improving basic fairness in our workplace by ending discrimination against all workers, 
including pregnant women and caregivers

• Providing direct support to working families with childcare and elder care needs
• Improving our knowledge about family responsive workplace policies by collecting 

national data on work/life policies offered by employers and analyzing the effectiveness 
of existing state and local policies.

For this to happen, though, progressives need to build a strong coalition that can appeal to 
the poor, the professionals, and the missing middle with their different work-life conflicts. 

Above all, progressives need to explain how the family-friendly policies Americans need to 
enable them both to care for and support their families are needed by American families 
at all income levels—even if their needs differ. In the pages that follow, we will describe 
in detail what these differences are. And then we will show how smart progressive policies 
backed by effective political coalition building can make these reforms happen.
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The poor

“I compromised my, my integrity or my, you know, self-worth to bring a paycheck home 
for my kids…I’m sure I compromised. [long pause] I’m trying to think how to put 
this…I think I’ve compromised my kids, on not a real high level, but more than one 
time, and taken them to day cares that maybe they shouldn’t have been at…You know, 
because I had to go to work.”42 

Low-income families struggle with exceptionally high levels of work-family conflict. 
Women without high school degrees who report higher levels of work-family conflict than 
do college graduates.43 Levels of work-life conflict are high because low-income families 
tend to have more responsibilities for the care of their family members. The reasons? They 
are less able to pay others to do so and are more likely to have a family member who is ill.

Poor families do not earn anywhere near enough income to hire quality care for children, 
elders, or family members who are ill. Although low-income families worked more in 2008 
than they did 30 years ago, our data shows that incomes have not kept pace.44 The median 
family income for low-income families in 1979 was $26,709, compared to $19,011 today, 
in 2008 dollars—a decline of nearly 29 percent. This is attributable to lower employment 
among men in married-couple families and the shift towards single-female headed house-
holds, as well as the decline in real earnings for men.

Work-family conflict is acute in low-income families in large part because they often have 
a higher load of family caregiving. Low-income families are more likely to be caring for a 
family member who is ill. One study found that nearly one-third, or 32 percent, of welfare-
to-work mothers are caring for children with chronic illnesses.45 

Another study found that more than two-thirds of the low-wage parents interviewed were 
caring for a child with either a chronic health condition or a learning disability.46 Poor 
families tend to have more, and more serious, health problems than do more affluent fami-
lies—that’s one reason they are poor.47

Low-income families also are much more likely to be providing care for elders because 
they do not have the resources to pay someone else to do so. McGill University profes-
sor Jody Heymann and her colleagues found that families living under the official pov-
erty threshold—$17,346 in 2008 for a single parent with two children—are more than 
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twice as likely to provide more than 30 hours of unpaid assistance a week to parents or 
parents-in-law.48 

Yet they carry on. While many adults in low-income families are not employed or not 
employed full time, many are. We see low-wage workers every day. Some of the most 
commonly held jobs include retail sales, janitorial and cleaning work, providing care for 
children or elders, or in restaurants.49 Other low-wage workers are data entry clerks, recep-
tionists, and some factory workers.50

A common image is that low-wage working parents are irresponsible or lacking a work 
ethic.51 Yet many are highly competent adults who find themselves struggling with work-
places designed for workers who are always available for work—yet can be sent home at 
a moment’s notice. These unreasonable expectations have little basis in the realities of 
people’s lives.

Like higher-paid workers, low-income employees care about the damage that work-family 
conflict does to their career trajectories, but they face additional burdens. They have 
far less on-the-job flexibility and far fewer resources to purchase adequate care for their 
kids, parents, or grandparents. A toxic combination of unstable schedules and unstable 
access to childcare leads to a pattern of serial quitting.52 Listen to Kenya, a retail worker, 
who explains that “[d]on’t too many people get fired a lot. Basically . . . most of ‘em leave 
because the schedule doesn’t work around their schedule.”53 

So who exactly are the employees Kenya describes in this telling quote? Our analysis 
defines a low-income family as in the bottom third of U.S. income distribution.54 These 
families’ median income is $19,011 as of the end of 2008, the last year for which com-
plete data are available. The average family income was lower—$17,969—which means 
that families below the median tend to have very low incomes and are very likely to be 
below the poverty threshold for their family type. In 2008, the poverty threshold for a 
two-parent family with two children was $21,834, which is above the median income for 
our low-income group.

Our data confirm some stereotypes about families living in or just above poverty, but 
challenge others. As noted before, two-thirds, or 66 percent, of low-income families have 
no children under 18 living with them—which contradicts the popular image of poor 
families chock full of kids. Yet the stereotype that low-income parents tend to be single is 
true: two-thirds, or 66 percent, are. 

Still, that means that roughly one-third of low-income families with children are married 
couples, a fact that is not reflected in the relevant studies of these families, which tend to 
focus nigh-exclusively on single mothers—thereby reinforcing stereotypes. The reader 
would do well to remember that the bulk of this chapter, which is drawn from existing 
qualitative studies, dramatically underrepresent two-parent families. 

Aquo con cus. 

Aborendi dolupta 

velibus nectorum 

dempos sequo tem 

quatur audis volliti 

ut dolorundit esti 

occabor endunt.
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As noted before, our data also reveal that more than a quarter of married fathers in poor 
families work part-time or are unemployed. This no doubt fuels resentment in some 
middle-income families in which both parents work full time. Yet poverty advocates point 
to the contraction of U.S. manufacturing jobs that made the middle class dream accessible 
to high school graduates in the 1950s and 1960s. As these jobs left the United States, the 
primary breadwinners of formerly working-class families faced unemployment, or were 
reduced to begging for part-time hours at McDonald’s alongside the working poor.55

Another volatile source of class anger, also noted above, is that in low-income families 
6 in 10 married mothers are out of the labor force. Yet, as we shall see, often poor mothers 
are out of work because they lack viable—or even safe—childcare options, or because 
they have lost their jobs due to workplace inflexibility. The decline in union membership, 
which limits workers’ ability to address workplace issues, may help explain why married 
women leave work.56 But, just as importantly, being a married couple with a nonworking 
wife pushes families down the income scale—more so than in the past—due to the now-
widespread employment of mothers.

On the family side: Fragile patchworks of care

Workers need to come to work. Families need care. Yet in workplaces designed for yester-
day’s workforce, frustration emerges on all sides. One study of low-wage workers quotes a 
manager in Milwaukee who linked “irresponsibility” to “‘massive absenteeism,’ because of 
family.” He says that “usually it’s linked to other irresponsible type behavior, even though 
that’s not irresponsible, obviously you’re being responsible to take care of your kids.”57 

Note the manager’s confusion over whether his employees were responsible or irrespon-
sible. When work and family conflict, the heartbreak is that being a responsible worker 
can mean being an irresponsible parent, and vice versa. Workplace rules designed for the 
1960s lead not only to the costly continual training of replacement workers,58 but also lead 
to managerial confusion over whether employees facing work-family conflict are behaving 
responsibly or irresponsibly.

The full scope of this problem is well illustrated by the case of Emily, a white divorced 
mother of two in Boston, who described her weekly routine to Lisa Dodson, a Boston 
College sociologist, for Dodson’s The Moral Underground: How Ordinary People Subvert an 
Unfair Economy. (See side box)

Note that Emily is divorced. While we tend to think of low-income mothers as never mar-
ried, many once were. Divorce rates for families in the bottom 25 percent of family income 
are twice as high as for those in the top 25 percent.59 Divorce tends to leave women with 
children poorer than when they were married, because mothers typically have custody 
and child support awards are low, and often not fully paid.60 Single mothers also are less 
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Emily, a divorced single mother, patches together a different afterschool 

arrangement every day for her children Flora, 9, and Teddy, 7. On Monday 

after school, a neighbor walks them, along with the neighbor’s own 

daughter, to a youth center two blocks from their school. At 5:00, she 

comes and walks the children home. Flora, who has a key to their home, 

is in charge until Emily gets home, between 6:30 and 7:30 p.m.

On Tuesday, Emily’s sister takes an “early day” from work. She picks up 

her baby from the sitter, and then takes the bus to pick up her niece and 

nephew. They go to their aunt’s apartment and watch TV and eat pop-

corn; their aunt’s paycheck doesn’t allow her to feed two extra mouths 

dinner. Emily picks up the kids around 7:30 p.m. They take the bus home, 

and eat around 8:30 p.m.

On Wednesday, the kids walk two blocks to a bus stop so they can take 

a bus to their paternal grandmother’s house. A second-grade teacher 

walks with them when she can, and one of the bus drivers keeps an 

eye on the kids if he gets assigned that shift. Their grandmother cannot 

descend the steps to meet them because of the ulcerations on her feet 

caused by diabetes. When Flora couldn’t work her key one afternoon, the 

kids shouted up to their grandma until a passerby finally helped them 

get in. Their grandmother “was so scared he might have been a crazy or 

something,” Flora recalls.

On Thursday, no one is available to help. Teddy and Flora sit in the school 

for as long as they can, in the gym or outside the main office, “trying to look 

like they have business there.” Then they go out to the playground. Rain or 

shine, they typically have an hour to wait. If it is raining, they have identi-

fied the doorway with the deepest overhang and they stand there. Flora 

has found a place on the playground where Teddy, if he needs to, can pee.

On Friday, Emily has an early day. Almost always she can make it to their 

school by the time classes end. “If they took Friday I would quit,” Emily 

says of her employer’s early end of the week. “I don’t like them without 

someone right there on Fridays,” she says of her kids, because they “live 

for that…That’s our pizza day.”61 

Emily’s is one of the families Boston College professor Lisa Dodson inter-

viewed in Boston, New York, Milwaukee, Denver, and many smaller towns 

around the country. Many had arrangements as “complex and contingent 

as a Rube Goldberg machine,” to quote University of California, Berkeley 

sociologist Barrie Thorne.62 In all, Emily relied on nine different adults to get 

through the week without a hitch. And on kids not getting sick, which is un-

likely. After all, infants visit the doctor an average of four to six times a year, 

and two- to four-year-olds go to the doctor an average of four times a year. 

These numbers are much higher for children with special needs.63 If Flora or 

Teddy became sick, Emily’s carefully crafted arrangements would fall apart.

Work-liFe snap shoT

Trying to hold it together

likely to be employed at jobs that come with health insurance. As a consequence, single 
mothers often find themselves with only slightly more than half their prior income.64 

Low-income parents often describe no two weekdays as having the same childcare routine 
and many families struggle each week with “gaps” in care.65 As a result, one study found 
that 30 percent of low-income workers disrupted their work schedules to meet family 
needs in a single week.66 This places both workers and their employers in an impossible 
situation because of persistent turnover and absenteeism. Nearly one out of every two 
low-wage parents interviewed in one study had been sanctioned at work due to family care 
responsibilities. Some were fired; others lost wages; others were denied promotions or 
received verbal or written warnings.67 
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Recall the nine adults Emily relied on to get through a week of work. Or consider Vicki, 
a mother of an infant and an older child. Here is Vicki’s patchwork of care: She takes her 
kids to a babysitter two days a week. A friend cares for her kids on Saturdays and Vicki’s 
boyfriend cares for them on Sundays. The other two days, her neighbor’s daughters 
babysit the older child for free while Vicki takes the baby to the restaurant where she 
works. During her five-hour shift, a coworker “would sit with the baby while Vicki was 
out on the restaurant floor. When the restaurant became busy, the coworker would join 
Vicki on the floor and Vicki would barricade the baby into a corner of the kitchen with 
boxes, to play on her own until business slowed again.”68 

Rachel Dominique, left, arrive to pick up her 
son Tarek Toussaint, 3, from Educare Early 
Childhood Center in New York, Tuesday June 
8, 2004. Parents like Dominique may have 
to find other options for childcare if daycare 
workers and teachers strike on Wednesday. 
(AP Photo/Bebeto Matthews)
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Affording childcare

Many low-income parents prefer informal childcare arrangements for a series of reasons.69 
The simplest is that it’s a lot cheaper. Our analysis found that low-income families often 
spend significant sums on childcare when they are forced to pay for it. For center-based 
care, or childcare that occurs in a childcare center, the average cost paid by a low-income 
family for a child under age 6 was $63 a week. For in-home childcare, offered by someone 
in her own home, the cost runs a bit higher, at an average of $68 a week. 

In another study, 58 percent of low-income families paid $50 or less a week for childcare, 
while 22 percent paid $50 to $100 a week.70 These sums strain family budgets. Of the 
poor single mothers who pay for childcare, nearly one-third spend half or more of their 
total income.71 Our analysis found that the typical low-income family using center-based 
childcare for young children spent 14 percent of their total monthly family income on that 
care, the same as those using in-home care center.

Consequently, many low-income families try to patch together childcare they don’t have 
to pay for. In one study of poor working families with children, 60 percent of the fami-
lies participating in the study reported they did not pay for childcare.72 One strategy for 
controlling costs is to rely on relatives for childcare, an approach that also appeals to many 
families who are reluctant to leave their children with nonfamily members.73 

Many relatives are in fact paid. In part because of the lack of subsidies for this type of care, 
the average out-of-pocket cost for relative care is not that much lower than for family or cen-
ter-based care: $61 a week. Yet relative care still may have economic advantages. Consider 
Rosa, who notes that her partner’s mother cares for her 2-year-old not only because she 
charged less but because “when things are tight she says it’s okay if I don’t pay her.”74

Government policies to help low-income families with childcare through subsidies are nei-
ther high enough nor stable enough to allow parents job stability. Child-care vouchers for 
welfare-to-work mothers average $2 an hour.75 While the total amount of federal money 
for childcare doubled between 1991 and 2000, fewer than one in four eligible children 
receive any subsidy at all.76 Most important, families who have subsidies typically receive 
them only briefly, for average periods of from three to seven months.77 

Or sometimes, the subsidies just aren’t available. In 2008, 17 states had childcare sub-
sidy waiting lists of up to more than 25,000 children, and other states had simply frozen 
intake.78 Our analysis shows that, among low-income parents, 30.3 percent, who use 
center-based case, 15.5 percent who use an in-home care center, and 3.7 percent who 
handle childcare through relatives for a child under age 6 report receiving a government 
subsidy to help pay for it.
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Kith and kin care

To fill the gap, many low-income mothers stay home full time. Although mothers in two-
parent households are particularly likely to be out of the labor force, many single mothers 
are, too. Presumably, they survive by living with relatives or boyfriends, or by relying on 
income received from TANF, although this is not a viable long-term strategy, given the 
federal five-year lifetime limit on receiving TANF and the shorter state-level time limits 
around the country. 

Staying out of the labor force makes perfect sense for low-income mothers, given that their 
wages are so low. After paying for childcare and other expenses associated with working, 
they may have very little left over. Our analysis shows that low-income families are more 
likely than are other families to rely on parental childcare for children under age 6: 26 
percent of poor families do so, as compared with 20 percent of middle-income families 
and 14 percent of professional ones. 

Although two-thirds of poor families with children are headed by a single parent, one-
third are not. Poor families headed by a couple are more likely to tag team than are any 
other group of Americans—about twice as likely as are high-income couples.79 A detailed 
description of tag teaming shows that this is a hard way to live. (See side box) 

Tag teaming also means that if one parent is ordered to work overtime, the family has to 
choose between mom’s job and dad’s job. Yet these couples need both jobs to pay their 
bills. Where one parent cannot stay home full time, low-income parents often turn to rela-
tives. Indeed, care by relatives is the most common form of childcare. Relatives provide 
childcare in one out of three families, or 33.8 percent, as shown in Figure 4. 

Tag teaming in low-income families often creates serious strain. Beth Shulman, in The 

Betrayal of Work: How Low-Wage Jobs Fail 30 Million Americans, reports on a tag-team 

family with three children—ages 9, 2-and-a-half, and 18 months—in which the husband 

is a day laborer and the wife is a janitor. “By the time Manuel comes home from work, 

I have left for work,” says Flor. “When I get home around 11:30 p.m., Manuel is asleep. 

The next morning at 5:00 a.m. when Manuel leaves for work, I am asleep. It doesn’t give 

us much time together.”80 Not surprisingly, tag-team parents divorce at three to six times 

the national rate.81 

Work-liFe snap shoT

Tag-team childcare
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Informal kith and kin childcare arrangements, such as those involv-
ing relatives and friends, tend to break down more often than center-
based care.82 One study found that 30 percent of low-income workers 
disrupted their work schedules to meet family needs in a single week.83 
Another study found that nearly half of all the low-wage parents inter-
viewed had been sanctioned at work due to family care responsibilities. 
Some were fired; others lost wages; others were denied promotions 
or received verbal or written warnings.84 Vicki, the restaurant worker 
described above, lost her free babysitting when she had a falling out 
with the mother of the teenage girls providing it.85 

In addition, kith and kin care often comes with the expectation of 
“fairly balanced exchange[s] of equivalencies.”86 Failure to abide by 
unspoken rules can result in losing your childcare. In the 1970s, when 
welfare mothers were not required to get jobs, single mothers relied on 
a network of reciprocal relationships to swap caregiving as well as direct 
financial aid. These networks may have frayed in recent years, as both 
time and money have become scarcer and every mother is expected to 
have a full-time job.87 Even when networks are functioning, a strained 
relationship can mean losing your job or your babysitter (which also 
often means losing your job).

Childcare is not only an issue only for women and men of childbearing age. The fastest-
growing household type is grandparents being the primary guardian for their grand-
children. Indeed, grandparents are the primary guardian for 30 percent to 50 percent of 
children under 18 in some inner cities.88

Grandparents also are a major source of childcare for working parents. Nearly 20 percent 
of working mothers with young children use the children’s grandparents for childcare.89 
Single mothers, many of whom earn low wages, are much more likely to rely on grandpar-
ents than married mothers.90 Professors Jill M. Weigt and Catherine Richards Solomon 
of California State University describe one such relationship: Amber, the mother of a 
preschooler who worked as a cook and lived with her mother who provided free childcare. 
(See side box)

Many grandmothers tag team with their daughters.91 One-third of the grandmothers who 
provide care for their grandchildren are employed, so they often end up in the same posi-
tion single mothers are in—at risk of losing their jobs.92 One study found that 8 percent of 
grandparents had to stop working, and 40 percent had missed work, or come in late or left 
suddenly because of their caregiving responsibilities. 

Grandparents often ease parents’ work-family conflicts, but eventually they may need care 
themselves. Recall that one study showed that low-income families are more than twice 
as likely as higher-income families to provide more than 30 hours of unpaid assistance 

Figure 4

Balancing acts

Kind of childcare used by low-income families 

Source: Heather Boushey and Ben Zipperer’s analysis of Center for Economic and Policy 
Research extracts of the Survey of Income and Program Participation, 2004 panel.
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a week to parents or parents in law—and that fully 20 percent of poor families do so.94 
Fully 57 percent of workers providing elder care say they have had to go to work late, leave 
early, or take time off during the day to provide care.95 Recent polling by the Rockefeller 
Foundation and TIME Inc. found that 27 percent of women and 18 percent of men 
reported that there was an occasion when they needed to take time off work to care for an 
ailing elder but they were unable to do so.96

Many single mothers find themselves propelled toward having one of their older children 
care for a slightly younger one. Low-income families are far more likely than other families 
to rely on care provided by another child.97 Betty Jones, a low-income single mother who 
worked as a hospital custodian in Oakland, told Professor Barrie Thorne of University 
of California, Berkeley that she could not afford to fix her car when it broke down, so her 
11-year-old, Tyrone, got himself and his younger sister to school on a city bus. After school, 
Tyrone picked his sister up, walked with her an Oakland city bus stop, and together they 
took an hour-long bus ride—which included a transfer—to his grandmother’s house 
to San Leandro. The grandmother took the kids to her evening job as an office building 
custodian, and brought them home when she got off work at 10:00 or 11:00 p.m. This 
schedule, not surprisingly, left everyone exhausted.98 Alas, this kind of arrangement is also 
typical. (See side box)

“For a year Amber’s mother provided free childcare for Amber’s daughter, although Amber 

confided that she was not satisfied with the quality of this care,” say Jill M. Weigt and Cath-

erine Richards Solomon in their study published in 2008 in the journal Gender, Work and 

Organizations. Amber’s mother limited her own job mobility and potential by taking work 

that fit with her granddaughter’s hours, although it paid $7.00 an hour—and then cared 

for Amber’s daughter 30 hours to 38 hours a week while working full time.

Amber was grateful, but apprehensive, Weigt and Solomon note. When Amber was a child, 

her stepfather sexually abused his daughters and behaved inappropriately toward Amber. 

Amber remained very angry with her mother for not leaving, and described her relation-

ship with her mother as “unhealthy.”93 

As Amber’s story highlights, it is important not to romanticize kith and kin care. In affluent 

families, these arrangements may reflect families’ true preferences based on what they 

see as in the best interests of the children. This is not necessarily true in less affluent fami-

lies, who often have no alternative but to rely on kith and kin with whom, if they had true 

choice, they would prefer to have a more circumscribed relationship. 

Work-liFe snap shoT

Relying on grandma

Loretta Simonson, 72, of Colorado Springs, 
Colo., sits with her grandchildren Ronnie 
Simonson, 10, left, and Emily Simonson, 5, 
right, Wednesday, May 17, 2006 at the library 
in Woodland Park, Colo. Simonson, who 
still works as a consultant on parliamentary 
procedures, believes the best thing she and 
other grandparents can do is set a good 
example for their grandkids. She worries 
that her four grandchildren, ages 5 to 15, are 
bombarded with media messages to buy, 
buy, buy. (AP Photo/Tom Kimmell)
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Although our data do not show it, the qualitative literature documents that many low-
income families handle childcare through such informal exchanges. Vicki, the restaurant 
worker described above, lost her free babysitting when she had a falling out with the 
mother of the teenage girls providing it.100 As this example shows, the expectation of a 

“fairly balanced exchanges of equivalencies”101 is common for kith and kin care.

When kith and kin are ambivalent about providing care, low childcare quality and/or 
instability arise. Here’s a story told by Professor Susan Clampet-Lundquist of St. Joseph’s 
University and her co-authors. Alice, a mother of three in Cleveland, left her infant with 
the baby’s father while she worked 60 hours a week at a pizza parlor. After a few months, 
she recognized developmental delays, and discovered that the baby had been left with a 

“friend” while the father “ran the streets.” At eight months old, the baby was malnourished 
and not sitting up yet. Says Alice, “[s]he lacked malnourishment (sic). She lacked atten-
tion. She lacked someone to talk to, play with. You get her up and soon as I stopped work-
ing, within a month the girl was sitting up, starting to crawl…You know what I’m saying? 
That scared me a lot.”102 

If they are able, some low-income mothers ultimate conclude that center-based care is the 
only way they can be sure of getting to work consistently. Professor Julia R. Henly of the 
University of Chicago and Sandra Lyons, a senior research associate at the University of 
Washington, tell the story of Lorraine, who had seven childcare providers during the 15 
months she held one job. “Once my husband’s sister changed her mind,” Lorraine recalls. 

“Then my husband’s grandmother changed her mind. Then I hired a girl who was stealing 
out of my house. Then I had them in [a day care] where I couldn’t afford it. It was $800 a 
month. Then I hired a girl but then she got a job. Oh, and my ex-husband’s mother kept 
them for awhile, about three weeks.’” 

Adolescent daughters often are expected to care for their younger siblings, even when 

this jeopardizes their social lives, afterschool activities, or school itself, notes Professor 

Susan Clampet-Lundquist of St. Joseph’s University and her co-authors in a 2004 article. 

One case in point, she says, is Tina, a single mother in Philadelphia, who relies on ninth 

grader Tamara to get her younger siblings to school. 

Because the Head Start bus driver is often late, Tamara often arrives late to her first 

class. Says Tina: “And what the school says to me is they’re gonna, they gotta do what 

they, that’s their policy. She’s gotta stay after school, do her detention…or she’s lose her 

credit….So she feels sad and I, I feel bad because I gotta be at work at 7:00.”99 

Work-liFe snap shoT

Sibling childcare
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Lorraine had finally managed to enroll her three children in a subsidized childcare center. 
“I know when I get up in the morning that they’ll be open,” she said with relief.103 

Center-based care

About one-fourth under the age of 6, or 28 percent, of children in low-income families are 
in center-based care, as shown in Figure 4.104 Yet without subsidies, the high cost of these 
centers puts them out of reach for most poor families. One urban single mother “found 
that there were significant differences in care across centers and that the better-quality care 
cost more than she could afford.” She explained, “I loved the childcare center [my daugh-
ter] was in last year. It was like you know your child was going to learn. I’m sorry I took 
[her] out. I wish I could have found a way to pay. But $675 a month. . .that’s more than my 
rent or anything, so I could not do it.”105 

Low-income parents also may be frozen out of afterschool programs that provide care 
for older kids. Betty Jones, the hospital custodian in Oakland mentioned earlier, said she 

“wanted to send her kids to the afterschool program, but she found the fees exorbitant; her 
income was more than used up by basics like food, rent, and utilities.”106 

In-home care centers

Our data show that 11 percent of low-income families use an in-home care center for their 
children under age 6, where a woman (yes, it is typically a woman) cares for others’ chil-
dren in her home for pay.107 In-home centers, which typically are unregulated, often are 
neighbors who care for their own children as well as taking in other children for pay. 

Whites typically—85 percent of the time—provide in-home care as an extension of their 
desire to stay home with their own children. Blacks give more diverse reasons. About half 
attribute their decision to their desire to give stay home with their children, while another 
half, or 48 percent, cite their desire to give back to the community.108 Some evidence exists 
that low-income African-American women prefer in-home care centers to larger childcare 
centers because they want their children to be with people like themselves; center-care 
staff typically are professionals, and are more likely to be white than the caregivers in the 
in-home centers they choose.109 

Home alone

In families below the poverty level, 7.5 percent of children aged 5 to 8 and nearly 14 
percent of children aged 9 to 11 are latchkey kids.110 These children are often home alone 
in dangerous neighborhoods. More than half —55 percent—of families below the poverty 
line live in neighborhoods that parents report are a bad influence.111 
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Many latchkey kids are forbidden to go outside, which means they remain isolated in their 
apartments in the afternoons and often all summer long. A recent U.S. Census Bureau 
study found that one-third of black and Latino children—and more than 20 percent of all 
children—are kept indoors because they live in dangerous neighborhoods.112 

Unfortunately, much of the childcare used by low-wage workers is of poor 

quality.113 Kimberly, a 27-year-old mother of three children who works at 

a fast food restaurant, described to Mona Basta, a professor at the State 

University of New York, Binghamton, a former day care. “There’s times my 

dad would actually pick him up from day care and he would have vomit 

down his clothes,” Kimberly says of her son. “He had diaper rashes so bad 

that, oh my God, it looked like somebody actually stabbed him with a 

knife. That’s how deep and disgusting them blisters were on my son.”114 

Ariana, a 24-year-old welfare-to-work mother, tells an even more 

troubling tale. She needed childcare for her three-month-old so she 

could attend a job-training course. So she left him with a neighbor who 

watched five children in exchange for their mothers’ childcare vouchers. 

Then one day Ariana came home early, and heard “crying all the way up” 

as she climbed the stairs:

“I got there and she wasn’t there. There was five children lying around 

in their pissy diapers, crying, hungry, dirty. I waited forty-five minutes 

before she came back.” Ariana, and two neighbors who used the same 

provider, dropped out of the job training program that day. “Do they 

want me to make it or don’t they? No self-respecting woman leaves her 

child in danger. Not even if they say you have to.”115 

Work-liFe snap shoT

Childcare quality

Home-based child care worker Jennie Rivera 
holds 5-month-old Erick while helping 
Christian, 1, at her apartment, Thursday, 
Nov. 1, 2007 in New York. New York is one 
of 11 states where workers like Rivera _ not 
day-care center employees or nannies but 
child-care providers working out of their 
own homes _ are permitted to unionize. 
Organizers argue improving conditions for 
these poorly paid workers will translate into 
better child care options for working parents 
(AP Photo/Mary Altaffer)
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On the work side: Rigid jobs with unstable schedules

“[She] may not be a woman of means, but she is a woman of substance,” explained 
William A. Babiskin, a labor arbitrator, in State of New York, Rochester Psychiatric Center.116 

“She does not hold a high-paying job. She would probably be better off financially if she 
chose to stay home, watch her kids, and go on the dole. However, instead of becoming a 
public charge, she has chosen to make a public contribution. It is her efforts to be a good 
parent that have created her problems at work.”117 

This mental health aide worked for nine years for the New York State Psychiatric Center. 
The single mother of two, she had a history of attendance problems related to childcare 
but otherwise had a strong performance record. Because the center was understaffed, 
aides were expected to work mandatory overtime two or three times a month. If workers 
refused overtime, they remained at the top of the list until they took it. 

This is why, after the aide refused overtime because her babysitter had a day job and could 
not stay, she was ordered to work overtime five days later. She asked if the supervisor knew 
anyone who could babysit her children overnight at such short notice. The supervisor, 
while sympathetic, did not. Then the aide said she would be happy to work if she could 
bring her children in and have them sleep in an empty room: “If I have to stay, my kids 
have to stay here.” She was fired.118 

Lucky for her, she was unionized. Her union “grieved”—labor-union speak for challenging 
an employer’s action—the employer as lacking “just cause.” The arbitrator, quoted above, 
ordered the employer to give the aide her job back. He ordered the aide to identify three 
days a month, 30 days in advance, on which she had made childcare arrangements, and 
could work overtime. 

A nonunionized worker most likely would just have quit if not fired. Recall Kenya, the 
retail worker quoted above, who says most people just quit when their work schedule 
conflicts with family needs. Kenya adds that mothers “come in with the intention that…
[their supervisors are] going to work with their schedule. And when they get in, it’s not 
that same intention.”119 

There are many ways in which employers are inflexible when it comes to work schedules 
for low-income workers. Each of them delivers its own special conflict in the lives of the 
poor. Let’s examine a range of these employment practices.

The impact of mandatory overtime

Many employers place a high premium on constant availability: 94 percent of managers 
in one study of the retail industry say they try to hire sales associates with maximum avail-
ability. Nearly 80 percent said they give more hours to such associates.120 
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In the arbitration Tenneco Packaging Burlington Container Plant, a janitor who was the 

divorced mother of a 17-year-old son with the mentality of an 18-month-old child failed 

to report for work one Saturday in August because her caregiver’s own child was sick. She 

had been working 60-hour weeks, including every Saturday except one for the prior four 

months, which had led to attendance problems. The day her caregiver’s son was sick, the 

worker called in twice and left a message telling her employer she could not work.121 

When she returned on Monday, her request for a vacation day was denied, and she was 

fired after 27 years on the job. Labor arbitrator Frederick P. Kessler reinstated her, saying: 

“The Company had been scheduling six-day work weeks for an extended period of time. 

This heavy work schedule was likely to have a substantial impact on any single parent 

employees, and would have a particularly heavy impact on an employee with a child in 

need of permanent care and assistance. [The worker] had legitimate reasons for miss-

ing two of the 23 Saturdays when she had been scheduled to work overtime.”123

Kessler added that “the demands of a regular six-day work week would be a strain on a 

caregiver,” especially given the “ten-hour days. Under such circumstances, it is not surpris-

ing that there would be problems in persuading the caregiver to regularly work on the 

weekends, as well as long days, with some regularity even if her child had not become 

ill.”125 The worker was ordered reinstated with full back pay—although most nonunion 

workers would have been fired without appeal.124

Work-liFe snap shoT

Fighting company hours

Masison Square Garden custodian Argentina 
Bruce cleans between the seats Thursday, 
Aug. 26, 2004 in preparation for next week’s 
Republican National Convention. (AP Photo/
Bebeto Matthews)

“We hire to be flexible,” said one human resource manager; the other five HR managers 
participating in the study agreed that an applicant’s willingness to work odd hours or shifts 
was highly important.125 Wal-Mart, for example, used sophisticated computer tracking to 
create just-in-time schedules that mean a lack of predictability for workers.126 At Wal-Mart, 
employees lack a union, so they take the company’s hours or no hours. At unionized com-
panies, workers may have greater control over hours and overtime. (See side box) 

Starbucks also now boasts “optimal scheduling” for its employees, though optimal 
means what’s best for Starbucks, not its employees. Any Starbucks employee who wants 
full-time hours must be available to work 70 percent of their store’s hours of operation. 
In an average store, this comes to more than 80 hours a week, which makes it impossible 
for those wanting full-time work to plan other activities, like attending school, let alone 
planning for childcare.127 
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So mothers at these and many other retail stores or other low-income jobs have a choice. 
Either they are open about their scheduling limitations, and don’t get the job or the hours, 
or they hide their limitations and then—when their childcare breaks down or an elder has 
a health crisis—they quit. 

Because the aide in the New York was unionized, she probably had health insurance. This 
may have been why the employer staffed extra hours through overtime. When health 
insurance benefits account for 30 percent of a worker’s salary, employers often find it 
cheaper to pay the time-and-a-half overtime rate instead of hiring additional employees to 
work the extra hours.

Most low-wage jobs, however, do not provide health insurance. In 2005, less than half of 
workers below the poverty line—which was just over $17,000 a year for a single-parent 
family with two children in 2008—were offered employer-sponsored health insurance.128 
Even fewer low-wage workers actually have health insurance. Many cannot afford the 
premiums and turnover among low-wage workers is so high that many who are theoreti-
cally eligible for benefits never qualify because they leave before completing the required 
waiting period.129 Nearly one-third of single parents, and one in four workers with less 
than a high-school education, leave their jobs after less than a year. 130 

Asocial hours

The scheduling practices that create high rates of turnover stem in part from the rise in 
what the Europeans call asocial hours—hours that occur in what traditionally has been 
family time. Forty percent of low-wage workers work nonstandard hours—defined as 
anything other than 9:00 to 5:00, five days per week.131 Single mothers earning less then 
$20,000 are twice as likely as other workers to have nonstandard hours, and have the high-
est rate of nonstandard hours of all U.S. workers.132 

At least one spouse in the United States works a nonstandard schedule in 68 percent of 
couples who earn less than $50,000.133 And almost 30 percent of all Americans report hav-
ing schedules with variable start and stop times, with 10 percent reporting schedules that 
fluctuate so much that they cannot provide a typical weekly work schedule.134 

Part-time work provides even worse asocial hours. Some low-income workers choose 
to address the care needs of their family by working part time, but these jobs are much 
more likely than full-time work to have nonstandard schedules.135 Some employers have 
responded to globalization by turning what were once full-time jobs with benefits into 
part-time and temporary jobs without benefits in order to save labor costs. One employ-
ment law firm predicts that as much as 25 percent of the U.S. workforce will be made up of 
temporary workers, contractors, or other project-based labor by 2010.136 The shift to “con-
tingent work,” often with low wages and no benefits, increases the number of low-income 
families who have to take more than one job to survive.
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These two trends mean that work often intrudes into family time. Arranging childcare 
becomes a thorny problem because most primary and secondary schools still run 9:00 
to 3:00, and most center-based childcare still runs 9:00 to 6:00 and offers only full-time 
slots. Women who work nonstandard hours are significantly more likely—50 percent of 
women—to rely on relative care as their sole form of childcare than women who work 
standard schedules—29 percent of women.137 

But when a relative is unavailable, workers often must find an in-home care provider who 
is willing to have a child at non-standard hours. Alexis, for example, is a single mother of 
three who works the 4:30 a.m. to 3:00 p.m. shift at a distribution center. She begins her day 
by driving her 10-month-old son Daniel to an in-home day care provider. When she arrives, 
Daniel gets into bed with the caregiver and they both go back to sleep. Later, Alexis’s two 
older sons wake themselves, make themselves breakfast, and get to school by themselves.138 

Alexis is “lucky” that the end of her work schedule coincides with the end of her youngest 
son’s family care and her other sons’ school schedules. But many other full-time and part-
time workers with kids must deal with unstable schedules that make it hard, or impossible, 
to make childcare plans at all.

Unstable schedules

“Just-in-time scheduling” means that some retail establishments decide how much staff to 
schedule this week based on how many customers were in the store during the same hours 
the week prior. Many more employers give workers only a few days notice of what hours 
they are required to work the following week.139 When asked her schedule, one cashier 
interviewed by Julia R. Henly, H. Luke Shaefer, and Elaine Waxman for their 2006 study 
in the Social Science Review, replied, “Everything is different and open. Nothing is consis-
tent.” Said another, “It changes. Ah, you never know from which week you’re gonna get.”140 
In this kind of workplace, shifts are routinely extended if business is brisk or if work is not 
completed by the end of a shift. (See side box)

Even where schedules do not change from week to week, a slight change in hours can 
mean losing your job. Ninety-seven percent of the low-wage workers who participated in 
one study could not adjust their work schedules.141 If their schedule changed in a way that 
did not fit their school schedule, or their child or elder care situation, they had to quit.142 

A larger study found that nearly 70 percent of low-wage workers cannot change their start-
ing and stopping times.143 Providing workers with even minor flexibility in starting and 
stopping times produces sharply reduces attrition rates.144 Low-income workers who have 
flexibility are 30 percent less likely to leave their employer within two years than are those 
who have none. 145
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Julia R. Henly and Elaine Waxman of the University of Chicago and H. Luke Shaefer of the 

University of Michigan, in their 2006 study in the Social Service Review, interviewed Aneya 

about her part-time work for a discount retailer. “At nights, we’d have to stay late and 

clean up the store and they schedule you to 11:00, and I feel that if they schedule you to 

a certain time, you, I mean, I would say, I won’t have no problem with [staying late] but 

after two, three hours go past…that, I think that’s too much because I have a child to go 

home to, and so does everybody else.”146 

The same employer, says the authors, routinely sent workers home or called them not 

to report for work if there was less work than anticipated. Francesca, one sales associate, 

told the study co-authors that “I came all the way down here and…[t]hen you tell me to 

turn around and go back home? I don’t have the money to be wasting like that!”147 

Keep in mind that many low-wage workers do not have cars, and spend an hour or more 

commuting by buses that are often late. Just-in-time scheduling makes arranging child-

care virtually impossible, and virtually guarantees that many children will be home alone. 

It also therefore guarantees high turnover. 

Work-liFe snap shoT

A work schedule from hell

Edith Escobedo waits in El Paso, Texas, for a 
bus to her home in Ciudad Juarez, Mexico, 
on Dec. 23, 2008. For the eight hours she 
spends at work in El Paso, she says, she is 
safe from the violence ripping apart Juarez. 
(Michael Stravato/The New York Times) 
14038085
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Rigid no-fault systems

Exacerbating the challenges faced by low-wage workers is that being a few minutes late can 
get them fired. Many employers have “no fault” policies in which any absence, regardless 
of the reason, accrues “points,” also called “occurrences”. Employees who pass a threshold 
number of points are fired. These systems, when rigidly applied, often result in the firing of 
single mothers. 

Karen, a 25-year-old mother of three working for a book binding company, told Alfred A. 
Young, then a graduate student at the University of Michigan: 

“[T]hey give you eight occurrences a year. If you’re late one minute, it don’t matter. So you 
got eight per year and even if say your child got sick. I worked mid-nights. If your child 
got sick at 4:00 in the afternoon and you was in the emergency room till 11:30 and you 
brought in this note, it don’t matter. It still counts against you. . .and so, you know, it 
comes to a point in time where you gotta say, okay, it’s either this job or my kids.”148 

Or consider Lalease, a single mother separated from her abusive partner, who was fired 
for calling in absent when her babysitter showed up drunk. Because her emergency didn’t 
involve a doctor’s note, she got “double points” which pushed her over the no fault limit, 
she explained to Young.149

No fault systems’ design means that family emergencies can lead to job sanctions, or even job 
loss. A 2002 report by Lisa Dodson, Tiffany Manuel, and Ellen Bravo reported that a Boston 
security guard earning $7.00 an hour was fired when she was called into her 10-year-old son’s 
school because he had been in a fight. She told her supervisor she would miss a day of work. 
The supervisor reversed the firing, but the worker was suspended for a week without pay.150 

Lack of sick days and family and medical leave

Seventy-one percent of low-income workers lack sick days that can be used for the care 
of family members who are ill.151 If a family member has a serious illness, leave may be 
mandated under the Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993, but low-wage workers are less 
likely than higher wage workers to be covered by FMLA because they are more likely to:

• Change jobs before they’ve been employed for a full year to qualify under the law
• Work for small employers—firms with fewer than 50 employees are exempt from the law152

• Work part time—a worker must put in 1,250 hours per year, an average of just over 
24 hours per week, to qualify153 

As a consequence of having neither paid sick days—for short-duration illnesses such as 
the flu—nor family and medical leave—for when a worker needs extended time off, such 
as to recover from major surgery or care for a seriously ill family member—many low-
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income workers get fired or quit when their kids get sick. A young mother in Denver told 
researchers how she lost her job, which she sorely needed, when her child’s chicken pox 
lasted more than three days. Her employer allowed for no exceptions from a three-day 
sick days policy.154 

No fault systems, combined with lack of sick days that can be used to care for ill family 
members, send many children to school sick. Lalease, introduced above, had been com-
muting an hour-and-a-half on two buses to work at a big-box store in an outlying area. Her 
schedule changed often, sometimes without prior notice. She received limited benefits, 
even though she often was scheduled to work 40 hours a week, because, officially, she was 
part time—this is common practice.155 When her children got sick, Lalease explained, “if 
my dad’s not home, they usually have to stay home alone or go to school sick. I write notes 
to the teacher asking if they can put their head down and get extra homework to make up 
for not participating in class. I don’t have a lot of choices.”156 

Flexibility comes, if at all, chiefly from supervisors

One study found that flexible scheduling is available to less than one-third of working 
parents with incomes less than $28,000.157 To gain flexibility, low-wage workers typically 
are dependent on their supervisors. Listen to Maria, whose supervisor helped her switch 
her hours from evening to day so that she could pick up her son from a day care center at 
5:30 p.m. She told Jill M. Weigt and Catherine Richards Solomon:

“My manager, she’s real cool about everything. You know, you just have to tell her  
what you need and whatever, and she’s always, you know, she respects a lot of us, 
you know? But she’s always like, ‘You know your family comes first. You have to  
take care of them first.”158 

And listen to Kim, a cocktail waitress with two young children, who works until the early 
hours of the morning four, sometimes, five nights a week, then, after only a few hours’ 
sleep, takes her older child to school and cares for her younger child during the day. She 
was grateful to her employer:

“I couldn’t ask for anyone better as far as, I mean, that’s why I’m still there. I have no 
medical benefits, I have no paid vacations, I have no sick days or anything like that. But 
there’s not too many jobs out there that are so lenient either…. I could call up and say, 

‘John, I’m just, I’m just exhausted. I’m going to be an hour late.’ ‘OK, well just don’t crash 
on your way here…he’s great. And he’s done the kid thing you know, and he’s older. I 
mean, he understands. He’s really good.”159 

One large focus group in Boston describes a supervisor in a security guard company 
who looks the other way when mothers bring children into work in the evening. A new 
manager had recently announced a “no kids on the premises rule.” The entire evening 



30  Center for American Progress  |  The Three Faces of Work-Family Conflict

shift quit.160 The former supervisor was “no prince,” says a grandmother who had taken 
her four-year-old to the job, “but he knew this was like a job benefit. Why else would you 
take that little money?”161 The same researchers spoke with mothers and fathers who bring 
children to work, unbeknownst to their employers.162

Low-wage parents’ ability to keep a job is dependent on the goodwill not only of kith and 
kin but also of their supervisors. 

Caregiver discrimination against low-wage workers

Employment discrimination against workers with family responsibilities occurs across the 
U.S. income spectrum, but discrimination against low-wage workers often is shockingly 
overt, and often appears as pregnancy discrimination. Calls to the Center for WorkLife 
Law’s Hotline for Family Caregivers reveal the lengths low-wage employers will go to “get 
rid of ” pregnant workers. One caller reported being forced to undergo monthly “drug 
tests” that, upon further investigation, appear to have been pregnancy tests, because only 
women were required to take them. Another caller in a low-wage job was fired when she 
became pregnant; her boss offered to hire her back if she had an abortion.163

Reported lawsuits involving low-wage workers also highlight pregnancy discrimination. 
In one case, a hotel customer service worker was fired after her manager told her that the 
hotel kitchen was “no place for a pregnant woman to be,” and told others that pregnant 
women did not belong in the restaurant or hotel business, where “it didn’t look good” to 
have a pregnant woman at the front desk.164 In another, a bartender was demoted to server 
after she became pregnant; her manager said she assumed that she “could not keep up.” A 
supervisor told her that “the first time any sign of that pregnancy shows through” she 
would be “done.” She was fired nine days later.165 

Several cases involving low-wage workers also reveal supervisors’ assumptions that moth-
ers should stay home with their children. A receptionist was told that it “wasn’t the best 
time” for her to have a second baby, was “advise[d]” by her employer “to not have a baby 
at [this] time,” and when fired while pregnant was told “maybe it’s best if [you are] at 
home.”166 An administrative assistant at a painting company was subjected to comments 
throughout her pregnancy by her supervisor that her pregnancy was an “inconvenience” 
for her coworkers and that she wouldn’t want to return to work once the baby was born.167 

Employers’ biases often reflect what social scientists call “role incongruity”—the assump-
tion that you cannot be both a good mother and a good worker. Role incongruity appears 
regardless at all social strata, yet employers may feel more entitled to express or act upon it 
when the workers involved are lower-income women. One could hardly imagine a super-
visor telling a lawyer or a doctor who just announced her pregnancy to get an abortion or 
she would lose her job

Aquo con cus. 
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Multiple jobs

Poor families’ wages sometimes are so low that they need more than one job to pay the 
bills. Roughly 15 percent of low-wage workers hold more than one part-time job in order 
to support themselves, although overall, only about 5 percent of workers in the United 
States work multiple jobs.168 Many low-wage workers take on two or more jobs because 
they cannot get sufficient hours at any single job. 

Nicole is emblematic of the consequences for low-income families. She supports her two 
sons by working two full-time jobs at two different Boston nursing homes, commuting, 
on three different buses, for a total of five hours of travel a day. Nicole returns exhausted, 
sometimes crawling into bed with her 5-year-old, Stephen, who tries to stay awake for her 
because he wants to talk about his day. “I fall asleep sometimes while he’s talking,” she told 
Dodson, “I feel bad about it.” Nicole also feels bad about her absence from her sons’ lives. 

“Sometimes I might see just see them a few hours in two weeks,” she laments.169 

Like many such women, Nicole has one anchor job, which she is determined to keep 
because it offers some benefits and, she likes it best—if it paid enough, it would be her 
only employment. At the other job, which she chose because it was on a bus line, she takes 
liberties. Nicole has her 17-year-old, Leonard, bring his little brother to this second job, 
and meets them secretly in the break room. She tells Leonard that Stephen needs to see 
her because he is so young, but in reality Stephen quickly falls asleep on the old plastic 
sofa. “Really, it’s Leon I want to get there, to see if he is… keeping himself in the way 
he should, he’s going to school and all. He’s a man now—you know how that is—so he 
shouldn’t be needing me, but I told him he’s got to do what’s right for” his little brother. So 
Nicole and Leon sit in the break room, talking about he is doing in school, and about the 
social problems he is having. Nicole is worried his grades will drop and that he will lose 
his ambition to go to college. “They need to know that, you know, to know that someone 
is watching,” she said. Nicole calmly told Dodson she would be fired if her employer finds 
out “I had my boys here.” She assumes this will happen eventually.170 

This is the face of work-family conflict among the poor. 
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The missing middle

“When I was a young bus driver and my children were very small (ages 4, 2, and 1), I 
worked the late shift and my wife went to school during the day. We couldn’t afford child-
care, and this way one of us was always home. One day in the middle of winter, I was 
scheduled to work at 4:00 p.m. The babysitter didn’t show up or call to say she wasn’t 
coming. I had to bundle up the kids and take them to work. They had to ride my bus 
with me. After about two hours I was lucky enough to see my wife studying in a coffee 
shop, so I stopped the bus and ran in and handed her the kids.” 

—John Goldstein, past president, Milwaukee Labor Council171

Hundreds of studies describe the lives of the poor and professionals, while the middle 
is—well—missing. We rarely read about the man who comes to fix your TiVo or install 
your cable, married to the woman who takes your mammogram or manages the floor at 
Macy’s. The middle also includes public sector jobs, such as police, firefighters, and folks 
who renew your driver’s license at the DMV, blue-collar jobs, such as construction, factory 
work, and medical technicians, pink-collar jobs, such as receptionists, administrative assis-
tants, and office managers, and routine white-collar jobs, such as book-keepers and middle 
managers. This group includes families typically termed “working class” and “middle 
class.”172 We have avoided both terms as confusing. (See side box) 

A sense of loss

Families in the middle have seen a sharp decline in their standard of living since 1973, 
fueled by wage losses suffered by men. When the first oil shocks hit in the early 1970s, it 
was common for a high school graduate to have a unionized blue-collar job that allowed 
him to provide his family with the basics of middle-class life (car, house, major appliances) 
with only intermittent part-time work by his wife.173 Thus Baby Boom men grew up with a 
very specific image of what to expect from life. 

Thereafter, income growth stalled. After more than doubling between 1947 and 1973, 
median family income increased only 22 percent between 1973 and 2007 in inflation-
adjusted terms.174 
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Middle-income Americans see themselves differently depending on 

where they are in the middle, just as the poor and the professionals see 

middle Americans depending on their own income perspective. Factory 

workers typically see themselves as middle class, and see a corporate 

lawyer as rich. But the lawyer sees himself as an upper-middle class 

professional, and the factory worker as something else—lower-middle 

class or working class. 

Similarly, factory workers see those without their (once) well paying 

middle-class jobs as poor, but many low-income workers see themselves 

as lower-middle class and the factory workers as upper-middle class. We 

felt it important in this report not to take sides in the name game. We 

put professionals and managers into one category and middle-income 

families in another. A family is “professional-managerial” if they have 

income that puts them in the top 20 percent of all families and someone 

in the family has a college degree—13 percent of all families in 2008. The 

rest—53 percent of all families in 2008—are in the middle.

Americans in the middle typically are high school graduates with at least 

a few years of college. A few have college degrees: nurses and teachers, 

with sharply lower pay rates than in traditionally masculine professions 

such as doctors, lawyers, and engineers. Our data shows that about a 

third of those in the middle—28 percent—had college degrees in 2008, 

compared to 82 percent of those in the professional-managerial class.

At least until the Great Recession, most Americans in the middle had sta-

ble jobs and owned their own homes. In sharp contrast to managers and 

professionals, middle-income Americans have rigid, highly supervised 

jobs in which they lack the kinds of flexibility most professionals take for 

granted: to adjust their starting and stopping times or take a senior to the 

doctor, to coach soccer, or take Jane to ballet. With a few highly cherished 

exceptions—truck drivers, traveling sales staff—workers in the middle 

are expected to be on the job during working hours. Like the poor, many 

are one sick child away from being fired.

Our analysis places a family in the middle if their income is above the 

bottom third and below the top 20 percent—$35,000 and $110,000 (at 

the 90th percentile) —or if the family income puts them in the top 20 

percent of income, but no one in the family is a college graduate, which 

accounts for just over 12 percent of these families. Although we are using 

income as a proxy, the focus is on the kinds of cultural differences that 

define different class cultures. 

Work-liFe snap shoT

Different names for the middle

Dell employee Barrie Kutlik works in the 
computer assembly area at the new Dell 
plant in Winston-Salem, N.C., Friday, Sept. 
23, 2005. Dell’s largest U.S. plant is a tangible 
symbol of recent efforts to transform North 
Carolina’s economic base from old-line 
industries like tobacco, textiles and furniture 
into high-tech ventures such as computers 
and biotechnology. The new plant officially 
opens Oct. 5. (AP Photo/Gerry Broome)
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And that slower growth is in spite of the large uptick in women entering the workforce, 
which all else being equal should have led to much faster growth in family incomes. Rising 
women’s employment, however, coincided with sharp declines in male wages. The real 
wages of men with high school degrees fell sharply from 1973 through the mid-1990s, 
then recovered somewhat, but were still 11 percent lower in 2007 than they were in 
1973.175 Wages in the “good” jobs also stalled. Technicians’ earnings, which climbed 
$15,000 in the 30 years before 1979, rose only $2,000 in the 18 years thereafter. Wages of 
police, fire and other protective workers rose $13,000 during the earlier period, but only 
$1,000 in the next two decades.176 

While higher-paid workers saw their wages rise faster than inflation, those in the middle—
at least if they were men—did not. Wages for the median male worker were three cents 
lower in 2007 than they had been in 1973, after taking inflation into account. This is stun-
ning given that productivity—the amount of “stuff ” workers produce per hour—grew by 
83 percent over the same time period.177 On top of this, male workers saw a 17.3 percent 
point drop in the share of workers with employer-provided health insurance between 
1979 and 2006, alongside steep declines in the share with a defined-benefit pension, which 
pays a set amount of money each month of a worker’s retirement. These changes meant 
that middle-income men lacked the economic safety net their families enjoyed while they 
were growing up.178 

Middle-income families achieved the “family wage”—a wage level that would allow a 
single breadwinner to support a wife and children—in the two short generations follow-
ing World War II. They then lost it after 1970. Many baby-boom men who grew up on an 
escalator to solid middle-class lives now find themselves unable to support their families 
with a middle class standard of living. 

And around the same time, mothers in the middle began to enter the workforce in 
droves.179 Women whose mothers had worked only intermittently and part time now 
find themselves doing laundry at 10:00 p.m., and then waking up at 5:00 a.m. to make 
breakfast and lunches, get the older kids off to school and babies to childcare, only to rush 
to jobs where they could be fired for being a few minutes late—and then they rush back to 
childcare, where they are charged $1 for each minute they are late. 

This inability to sustain the traditional breadwinner-homemaker split may be a source 
of regret for men and women alike.180 “What happens when your kid gets sick?” asked 
a 28-year-old office worker during an interview with Lillian Rubin for her 1994 Families 
on the Fault Line. “Or your babysitter’s kids get sick? I lost two jobs in a row because my 
kids kept getting sick and I couldn’t go to work. Or else I couldn’t take my little one to the 
babysitter because her kids were sick. They finally fired me for absenteeism. I really don’t 
blame them, but it felt terrible anyway. It’s such a hassle, I sometimes think I’d be glad to 
just stay home.”181 
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Working hard to create a decent life

In this context, we can see the political implications when mothers in the middle see that 
low-income mothers are three times (60 percent) more likely to be at home full time than 
they are (23 percent), according to our analysis. Low-income married couples are more 
than twice as likely to have a full-time father and a stay-at-home mother (40 percent) as are 
middle-income couples (15 percent). This may vex families in the middle, both for practical 
and symbolic reasons, given that the ability to keep a wife at home has been the traditional 
marker of a family’s transition from working to middle class since the late 18th century. 

Not only do families in the middle see low-income mothers at home full time. They see 
many low-income fathers working not at all or only part time. To policy analysts this sig-
nals the disappearance of work, and consequent social problems.182 But what Joe and Jane 
Lunchpail see is that they are both working full time, with one in four, or 26.2 percent, of 
the Joes working 50-plus hours a week,183 while the hard-earned money they pay in taxes 
seems to go to support people who are not working. 

Janice Ramos is a married, 30-year-old registered nurse who lives in a home she owns 

with her husband, a technician, and two children, an 8-year-old son and a 14-month-

old baby. She works the night shift so she can be home with her kids during the day. 

Her husband, whose shift starts at 9:00 a.m., gets the children up and fed and takes 

the baby to a neighbor’s and the older child to school. Janice arrives home at 8:30 

a.m., after they have already left. She sleeps for five hours, then picks up the baby and 

meets her son at the bus stop around 3:00 p.m. She spends a few hours helping with 

homework and playing with baby, and then goes to sleep when husband returns 

from work around 5:00 p.m. She sleeps until 9:00 p.m., when she leaves to arrive at 

the hospital at 10:00 p.m.184 

To University of Connecticut’s Professor Anita Garey, Janice seemed articulate but 

with “a flatness in her voice, a lack of intonation and a strain that conveyed long-term 

fatigue.”185 Indeed, exhaustion is a common theme of life in the middle. “My daughter 

always wants to do things with me, but I’m too exhausted,” explained a San Francisco 

bus driver, the mother of a teenager, to Blanche Grosswald, then a graduate student 

at UC Berkeley and now a professor at Rutgers University. “When I’d come home from 

work, I didn’t feel like being bothered,” said another working mother. “You come 

home and you’re totally drained. At first [when I got the job] my kids, they were 

excited. But then they avoided me. Because I would snap at them, holler.”186 

Work-liFe snap shoT

Running hard just to stay in place

In this Nov. 23, 2009 photo, Aja Holmes, right, 
studies for her online college classes at The 
University of Phoenix alongside her daugh-
ter Ania in Raleigh, N.C. Students aren’t the 
only ones benefiting from the billions of new 
dollars Washington is spending on college 
aid for the poor. An Associated Press analysis 
shows surging proportions of both low-
income students and the recently boosted 
government money that follows them are 
ending up at for-profit schools, from local 
career colleges to giant publicly traded 
chains such as the University of Phoenix, 
Kaplan and Devry. (AP Photo/Jim R. Bounds)
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Further fuel for the fire: nearly 60 percent of mothers in the middle work full time or more, 
but only 42 percent of low-income mothers do. Both parents work full time or more in 
more than half, or 51 percent, of all middle-income families as compared with only 15 
percent of poor ones. The percentage of full-time work is slightly higher in professional-
managerial families —57 percent—but they can do all kinds of things to make life more 
workable. They can eat lunch out, go to a restaurant, or pick up prepared food at nearby 
supermarkets for dinner. They can have the dry cleaners iron the shirts, and hire someone 
to clean the house. They can send the kids to a succession of camps in the summer rather 
than having them home alone unsupervised, watching TV or worse. And commute times 
are often longer for middle-income families: the houses they can afford, in many metro-
politan areas, are in distant suburbs. If one had to choose a single word to describe life in 
the middle, it might well be exhaustion. (See side box)

These families are ineligible for childcare subsidies. Our analysis shows that roughly 
one-third of low-income families, or 30.3 percent, get them for center-based care for a 
young child. While policy analysts know that subsidies for poor families are scarce and 
sporadic—and that poor families end up spending a higher proportion of their incomes 
on childcare even after subsidies—what middle-income families see is that they work 
hard—harder than their parents did—and have less to show for it. And that government 
programs offer little to hardworking families like themselves. This fuels the anger of lunch 
pail liberals turned Palin conservatives.187

The high incidence of single motherhood among low-income workers has also a particu-
larly unsettling resonance to Americans in the middle. Many middle-income families have 
friends or relatives who have fallen into poverty through hard living amid a life of drinking 
and drugs, or had children very young, or fell in with the wrong crowd. A kid who strays 
lacks the kind of safety nets—and second chances—available to the children of manag-
ers and professionals. “Their safety net is their bank account,” an administrative assistant 
noted wryly of “rich kids”—her term—who engage in risky behavior.188 

Settled middle-income families feel they have done everything right. They finished high 
school. They waited until they were married to have children. They got and kept steady 
jobs they may find stifling. They “hung in there,” as they would say.189 These families pride 
themselves on order and self-regulation, on “keeping your nose clean.”190 Settled middle-
income whites typically have a harshly judgmental attitude toward hard living and welfare 
dependency—much more than so same-class blacks.191 

These solid middle-income families are rarely studied, but the surveys that do exist, of 
unionized workers, report acute work-family conflict: two-thirds of unionized fathers 
say they are unhappy with the amount of time they dedicate to their children. Half the 
mothers agree.192 Nearly one-third of unionized employees surveyed—men as well as 
women—say that their biggest work-related concern is not having enough time for family 
and personal life.193 Local union presidents representing 75,000 workers say they believe 
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work-family conflict is as bad or worse than five years ago—and these surveys were con-
ducted before the lay-offs and benefits losses of the Great Recession.194 

Occasionally these issues come to a head, as when a group of women had their babysitters 
drop their children off at the factory where they worked. 

“When the security guards saw the children, they were dumbfounded, and when the 
women were confronted by their managers, they said, “I would be put in prison and my 
children would be taken away from me if I leave them home alone. I cannot do that. You 
told me to stay, so they’re going to come here.”195

Americans in the middle have more power than the poor—particularly if they are union-
ized—but they too often face no-win work-family conflicts. But because few studies of 
these families exist, our analysis relies largely on the union arbitration database of the 
Center for WorkLife Law at the University of California, Hastings College of the Law. 
These arbitrations give a vivid picture of life in the middle. 

A word of background: arbitrations arise when a union “grieves,” or challenges, the disci-
plining or discharge of a worker as not justified by “just cause,” which is required in virtu-
ally all union contracts. Arbitrators have the right to reverse an employer’s disciplinary 
decision if that decision is judged to lack “just cause.” These arbitrations—and the existing 
academic literature—tend to focus on the “working class,” with less attention paid to other 
middle-income families. Anecdotal evidence abounds that the political divide between 
unionized middle-income households and non-union families in the middle is deep, even 
though both groups of families struggle with the same kinds of work-life conflicts. Clearly, 
more research is needed. 

A final note: The reader will see that many more men appear in stories in this section of 
our report than have appeared before. In part this reflects the prevalence of single-mother 
families among the poor. In part it flags the distortions in the existing academic and policy lit-
erature on work-life conflict. Studies of poverty, typically focused on welfare-to-work women, 
dramatically over-represent single mothers and families of color, and dramatically under-
represent whites, divorced fathers and low-income married families. Existing studies also 
dramatically over-represent situations involving the care of young children, and dramatically 
under-represent situations involving the care of ill family members, older children, and elders. 

WorkLife Law’s database avoids these problems, yet our reliance on union arbitration 
records has its own limitations. The workers described in this section are the lucky ones. 
Without unions, most would have lost their jobs, whereas, in most cases, arbitrators 
reduced their discipline and/or reinstated them. Yet only 12.4 percent of the American 
workforce is unionized—only 7.6 percent if we only include private-sector workers.196 
So when reading about how the arbitrators handled these cases, remember that the vast 
majority of non-unionized middle-income families are more vulnerable to job loss, or job 
sanctions, than the workers described here. (See side box)
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What a family crisis looks like

Blue-collar, pink-collar, and routine white-collar workers are less likely to have unstable 
shifts than are low-wage workers. But unlike professionals, middle-income jobs typically 
have rigid, highly supervised schedules under which workers can be fired for being a few 
minutes late. Inflexible schedules often work in lethal combination with so called “no fault” 
discipline systems, which give workers points for absenteeism regardless of the cause 
unless the situation is covered by work rules, employers’ exceptions, or a union contract. 
A worker who garners enough points is first disciplined and then fired—regardless of the 
reasons for the absences in question. 

No fault absentee policies are an accepted practice. But troubling situations arise when a 
worker is punished for doing what any responsible family member would do. For example, 
at Kauf Fiber Glass, a packer was fired when she left work in response to a call that her 
daughter was in the emergency room with a head injury. Said the highly respected arbitra-
tor Roger Abrams, who overturned her dismissal: 

“It is fundamentally unfair to discharge an employee for leaving work because she was 
informed that her four-year-old daughter had fallen, was injured, and was being taken 

Toia Jones holds her 5-month-old son James 
as she supervises her daughters Aisha, 6, and 
Kiara, 9, right, while they do their homework 
in their home in Bolingbrook, Ill., Feb. 15, 
2006. Jones, a school teacher of 12 years, 
says she is concerned that a loophole in 
the No Child Left Behind Act is enabling 
states and schools to avoid taking concrete 
measures to eliminate an “achievement gap” 
between white and minority students. (AP 
Photo/Stacie Freudenberg)



The missing middle  |  www.americanprogress.org  39

to the Emergency Room. Fair-minded people would not disagree that she was compelled 
to leave work. She had no real choice in the matter. When [she] left work on December 3, 
she was not continuing her pattern of regular absenteeism. She could not have prevented 
the occurrence or rescheduled the accident. That event was not the type of absenteeism 
which indicates that [she] cannot fulfill reasonable attendance requirements.”200

A UPS package delivery driver was not so lucky. He was fired for “theft of time” when he took 
off an extra hour and 15 minutes on two different days, without telling his supervisors, in 
order to help his wife who was sick with a serious breast infection while also taking care of an 
infant and a sick toddler. His wife had quit her job when she went into early labor, and he was 
working 50 to 60 hours a week to earn extra income, sometimes returning to work either just 
eight hours between shifts with “[b]arely enough time to sleep or recuperate.” Then his wife 
came down with a breast infection and a temperature of 104. She was overwhelmed trying to 
care for her sick toddler and a newborn. Said her husband during arbitration proceedings: 

“I was getting by on 2-3 hours of sleep a day. I didn’t know whether I was coming or going. 
[I went] home and spen[t] my lunch and breaks there to make sure every one at home 
was okay. But I lost track of time. My intention was [to be] there for my family but not 
to steal time, as I was accused of.” 201 

“Vinnie Caritino and his wife, Donna, were high school sweethearts and 

have been married for just over a year,” explains Maureen Perry-Jenkins, a 

professor at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst, who interviewed 

the couple for a 2005 study. “Both have lived in their hometown of Spring-

ville, Massachusetts their entire lives. Vinnie works full time at a paper-

making plant in town, and Donna is an express mail delivery worker.” 

“Vinnie works rotating shifts that alternate between 7:00 a.m. to 3:00 

p.m., 3:00 p.m. to 11:00 p.m., and 11:00 p.m. to 7:00 a.m. every two weeks. 

Donna works a 6:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m. shift. Both make more than the 

current state minimum wage of $6.75 an hour; Vinnie’s hourly rate is $8.75 

for his 7:00 to 3:00 shift and $9.50 for noonday shifts. Donna makes a flat 

$10.00 an hour. Their combined gross family income is $38,729. After taxes, 

they bring home about $28,275 yearly or about $543 per week. They rent a 

small ranch house, have two cars (‘one on its last legs,’ according to Donna), 

and by their own account ‘are making it.’ The most exciting news for the 

Caritanos is they are expecting their first child in fewer than two months.”197 

The loss of one income would place the Caritanos near or below the 

poverty line—families in the middle typically need both parents’ in-

comes.198 Their workplaces do not reflect this reality. After the Caritanos 

had their first child, Donna pieced together a 10-week leave using sick, 

vacation, and personal time. Two days before she was scheduled to re-

turn to work, having finally found childcare arrangements to meet her 

prematernity schedule, her shift was changed to the 11:00 a.m. to 7:00 

p.m. shift. As she explained to Perry-Jenkins, “Well as you can imagine 

I burst into tears, it was hard enough going back in the first place, but 

11-7, how was I going to manage that? I was ready to quit but what 

could I do? We needed the job.” 

Then her employer turned down her request that she be allowed to 

return to the office to pump her breast milk. So every day at 3:00, Donna 

parked her truck at the side of the road and pumped. Over her first year 

back on the job, Donna got three warnings about attendance. When she 

spoke with researchers, she worried she would soon be fired.199 

Work-liFe snap shoT

A poisonous combination of old-fashioned workplaces and new family responsibilities
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He pleaded for understanding, pointing to his two years of service:

“I’ve always given the best of my ability to get the job done. Taking away my job from me 
has put my family in a financial hardship. I cannot survive with having two babies. And 
my wife being out of work. I deeply regret for what I’ve done, but I need my job back.”202

He lost his job. 

Employers do their businesses no good when they insist that employees facing a family crisis 
come to work. A quality control technician was required to report for work despite the fact 
that the hospital had instructed him that his wife, who had just had a miscarriage, should not 
be alone for the first 24 hours. The technician, who had 15 years of seniority, became rattled 
when he called home and his wife did not answer the phone. He was fired after he failed to 
properly inspect carton seals but signed inspection forms saying he had done so.203 

Many arbitrations involved families whose children have serious illnesses, including the 
father of a severely handicapped son,204 the stepfather of a young man paralyzed as the 
result of a gunshot wound,205 a male train operator with a diabetic son,206 a male rental car 
shuttle driver whose son had a “serious heart condition,”207 a child who needed a ventila-
tor in order to breathe,208 a child with special needs,209 and five families whose children 
threatened or attempted suicide.210 

Sometimes we get more detail. A press operator at the Chicago Tribune, who was the pri-
mary caregiver for her mother, came to work late because she was up until midnight moni-
toring her mother’s blood pressure, which was dangerously out of control. She returned 
home to find that her 1-year-old was having trouble sleeping, and fell asleep rocking the 
child in a rocking chair. When she overslept the following morning—and arrived 20 
minutes late—she was fired.211 Another arbitration involved a 14-year employee on proba-
tion for absenteeism who was fired when he failed to report to work because his pregnant 
wife, who subsequently died of a brain hemorrhage, broke the phone in a fit of rage, and 
he decided he could not leave his children alone with her. 212 These kinds of work-family 
conflicts are devastatingly common. (See side box)

Day in, day out

Even absent family emergencies, middle-income lives are precariously balanced day. In 
one arbitration record, the father of a toddler started his warehouse job at 7:00 a.m. in 
order to be available to pick up his daughter from preschool at 3:00; his wife brought 
the child to preschool in the mornings. Then the father’s employer tried to change his 
schedule, and the worker won a grievance challenging his employer’s insistence that he 
work 9:00 to 5:00.213 
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In another case, the arbitrator reduced a tag-team father’s discharge to a one-month 
suspension for refusing to take an assignment because he had to pick up his daughter.215 
Yet another involved a carpenter fired for insubordination when he left work to pick up his 
children.216 In still another,217 an airline insisted that a flight attendant fly an extra flight. She 
was disciplined when she refused because she needed to get home to care for her children 
so her husband could get to work. Her employer insisted that her job should come first.

The simple fact is that both parents’ jobs cannot simultaneously have priority, and that 
families in the middle typically need both jobs. 

Being ordered out of town for training also can present problems. A service clerk for the 
phone company, who had just had a baby, was ordered on the day she returned from 
maternity leave to attend a two-week out-of-town training course. Because she was given 
less than a week’s notice, she was unable to get babysitting, and her husband—who also 
worked for the phone company—was on assignment out of town.218

She asked that the class be scheduled when she had sufficient time to arrange babysitting. 
The supervisor suggested that she start the class several months later; she agreed. Yet a few 
days later she was informed that attending the training program was a requirement of her 
job, and that she would be terminated if she did not attend. A few days later, she was given 
the choice to be demoted to an operator job or fired. The arbitrator held that this was 
unfair, and she was reinstated.

Sometimes union arbitration records reveal the kinds of crises that no family ever wants 

to experience. In this record, a bus driver was suspended for five days from a company 

where she had worked for eight years when she missed a day of work because her 

17-year-old daughter, who had been taking drugs and had threatened suicide, was dis-

covered in the bathtub in a fetal position and refused to speak. The daughter was taken 

by ambulance to the hospital, where a psychologist arranged to meet with her mother 

the following day. 

The worker phoned the dispatcher at her job and explained the situation, offering to 

make up the time on one of her days off. At the dispatcher’s request, she submitted her 

request in writing, but did not “spill her guts” on paper. Her supervisor denied her request, 

saying she lacked a “real good reason.” The mother left anyway, and was suspended .214 

A worker who is suspended has, in many workplaces, begun a cycle that brings her one 

step closer to being fired should her family difficulties continue. 

Work-liFe snap shoT

Crisis at home, crisis at work
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Mandatory overtime does not mix with tag teaming

In tag-team families, the fragile balance often depends on parents’ ability to keep certain 
shifts, and avoid overtime—unless of course, they need the overtime to pay their bills. A 
family in which both parents were auto workers provides a good example: 

“On a typical day, Maureen got up around 5:00 a.m. She woke her ten-year-old son, 
Luke, and fed him breakfast before leaving for work at about 6:45 a.m. She drove to 
the factory in Danny’s car. After getting home between 1:00 a.m. and 3:00 a.m., Danny 
got up around 8:00 a.m. to see Luke off to school, which was only a few blocks from the 
house. Then Danny tried to sleep, but he could only sleep if the baby slept. Around 3:00 
p.m., Danny strapped the baby into the car seat in Maureen’s minivan and drove to the 
plant. Maureen waited at the factory gates to take the minivan and the baby home when 
Danny went to work. Later, Danny found his car where Maureen had parked it that 
morning. Danny worked from 3:30 p.m. to the end of his shift, but he went home for a 
lunch break between 7:50 and 8:20 p.m. Maureen went to bed between 9:00 and 10:00 
p.m. and Danny got home some time between 1:00 and 3:00 a.m. They followed this 
schedule six days a week. Danny often worked Sundays, too.”219 

This schedule depended on Danny and Maureen’s ability to get and hold certain shifts—
and Maureen’s ability to refuse overtime. 

Arbitration records show that tag teaming and overtime at short notice do not mix. Men 
as well as women are sanctioned for refusing overtime, which makes sense given that, out-
side of nursing, overtime is largely a masculine phenomenon.220 In Bryant v. Bell Atlantic 
Maryland,221 a construction lineman, the single father of two minor children, was fired for 
refusing overtime. The arbitrator held that the employer lacked just cause to terminate, 
and “strongly suggested” that Bryant be put into a position that did not require overtime, 

“or, in the alternative, that Bryant be scheduled for overtime in a manner that would allow 
him to meet his workplace and childcare obligations.”222 

In other arbitrations, divorced fathers were disciplined for refusing mandatory overtime that 
conflicted with the hours they were scheduled to care for their children.223 (See side box)

Studies confirm the frustration that results from the combination of overtime at short 
notice and childcare responsibilities. Emergency medical technicians, nurses’ aides, and 
nurses, in one study, reported that they typically got “a few hours or less” of notice. A nurs-
ing aide complained that “you can be ‘mandated’ and are ‘mandated’ [to work overtime] 
five minutes before you leave.”224 

Tag-team families and single parents are particularly vulnerable. The classic case is Tractor 
Supply Co:, where a grandfather was fired when he refused to work mandatory overtime 
because he was tag teaming with his son, who had custody of his grandson. 225 The grandfa-
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ther’s employer posted notice of two hours of mandatory overtime the day before it was to 
be worked, but later took down the overtime notice. By the time the notice was reposted, 
the worker had left, so he did not find out he was expected to work overtime until the fol-
lowing day. He refused to stay at work past his regular shift.228 When his supervisor asked 
why, he replied that it was none of his business. The supervisor ordered the worker to stay, 
but he left anyway. He was fired for insubordination.229 

In another case, an operating engineer left work to pick up his son and another first-
grader from school in a regularly scheduled carpool arrangement after his crew was told 
to remain at work due to an impending snow storm. Company policy was that employees 
were excused from overtime if they advised their supervisors of a reasonable excuse prior 
to the end of their normal workday.230 Noted the arbitrator, “[i]f Benton’s situation was 
considered to be a reasonable excuse, then certainly [this worker’s] excuse that he had to 
pick up his first grade son as well as another first grader from school would also be found 
to have been a reasonable excuse under the contract.”231 

Drug tests can present problems, too, because they often are scheduled after shifts end. 
Says Robert Molofsky, then-general counsel of the Amalgamated Transit Union, in 
response to a training by the Center for WorkLife Law. 

Union arbitrations detail the stresses of overtime work. One poignant 

situation involved a factory worker suspended for insubordination when 

he left after eight hours of a 12-hour overtime shift. 226 He was an excel-

lent employee who consistently worked overtime when asked to do 

so. “He accepted overtime whenever the company needed him,” said the 

arbitrator. “Indeed, his dedication to his work placed him in a situation 

that may have jeopardized his family responsibilities.”227 

When first ordered to do so, he said he could not work overtime because 

he was “tired and worn out”—his wife had recently left him, and he had 

been so upset he had been feeling ill. Later that afternoon, he said he 

would help out the company, but that he could only stay for eight hours 

because he had to get home to care for his two children. He stayed on 

longer, but became “distraught” after receiving a call from his wife, and 

left after eight hours and 20 minutes. He was suspended for three days. 

Work-liFe snap shoT

Overtime pressures at work—and at home

This April 6, 2009 file photo shows Matthew 
Amster-Burton cooking a dish called “Ants in 
a Tree,” with his daughter Iris, 5, at their home 
in Seattle. Amster-Burton is the author of 
the book “Hungry Monkey: A Food-Loving 
Father’s Quest to Raise an Adventurous Eater.” 

“Ants in a Tree” is a dish where ground pork 
represents the ants, and white noodles stand 
in for the twisted branches of a tree. (AP 
Photo/Ted S. Warren,File)
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Particularly burdensome are policies that make it impossible for 

workers to know when they will be able to leave work. In the 

arbitration GTE California Inc.,232 a single-parent telephone in-

staller was fired when she left work in defiance of a new company 

policy that workers had to stay until every customer who had 

called before 3:00 p.m. had been served. Her supervisor’s position 

was that only one person per shift could avoid overtime; if more 

than one person requested to leave without working overtime, 

all workers who wanted to avoid overtime had to come to an 

agreement amongst themselves, or else one would be excused. 

The installer was fired for insubordination when she left work 

after being ordered to stay. Problem was, she had no one else 

to pick up her child, having already asked her friends, her ex-

husband, and even her supervisor’s wife to pick up her daughter 

at day care during the two weeks after the new policy was insti-

tuted.233 The arbitrator overturned her dismissal, saying: 

“I do not know what would have happened to the child if [her 

mother] had not arrived to pick her up. Chances are that the 

child would have been cared for. However, it was clear that the 

[worker] also did not know what would happen to the child, 

although she did know that she was running the risk of losing 

day care service. In these circumstances, the [worker] did what 

I believe any unintimidated parent would have done. She ran 

the risk of discipline.”234

Work-liFe snap shoT

When leaving work results in dismissal

Parent Esmey Castillo picks up her children, 
Edgar 7, and Kathy 5, from the the Van 
Nuys Elementary School in Van Nuys, Calif., 
Wednesday, Feb. 6, 2008. A masked person 
with a semiautomatic gun entered an 
elementary school’s office Wednesday morn-
ing and then fled when staff called police, 
officials said. Officers sealed off a two-block 
area around Van Nuys Elementary School 
and began a search within the perimeter 
that continued into the afternoon. (AP 
Photo/Damian Dovarganes)

“Our members were being fired because they refused to stay for mandatory drug and 
alcohol tests, which last up to 3 hours. They had no problem taking the tests; the prob-
lem was that they were triggered at or near the end of their shifts. And with little or no 
advance notice they could not stay even as paid overtime, because they had to get home 
to take care of their kids. While certain limits can be negotiated, these are not common 
in transit industry contracts and the problem persists.”235 

In another arbitration, a mother who had been ordered to submit to a random drug test left 
work in response to a “frantic” call from her 13-year-old that her 7-year-old had cut his hand 
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and her older son “couldn’t get the bleeding stopped.” Confusion arose over whether she 
was expected to return that day, and she was fired.236 Such cases are common. (See side box)

Childcare is not the only family need that conflicts with unscheduled overtime. So does 
care for ill spouses. In Allied Paper, a plant worker refused a Saturday callback because his 
wife, who had cancer, was severely depressed, and his water was out. He needed to get to 
the store to buy a new pump, and refused to leave “a severely sick woman without water, in 
case of a fire.”237 He was so concerned about his wife’s cancer and depression that he had 
previously sacrificed thousands of dollars to avoid overtime that would have left her home 
alone. Said the arbitrator, “[h]is wife had stood by him in sickness and tragedy, and he was 
trying to return it. He owed it to her.”238 

Caregiver discrimination

Family responsibilities discrimination shows up in every class context, yet the patterns dif-
fer across class. Among low-income women, this kind of discrimination is often triggered 
when a woman announces her pregnancy at work; women in the middle are more likely 
to face bias when they return to work after the baby is born. In Walsh v. National Computer 
Systems, a computer sales representative faced a hostile work environment when she 
returned from maternity leave. Her female supervisor singled her out for intense scrutiny 
applied to no other sales staff, made comments warning her not to get pregnant again, and 
complained about her need to take her child to medical appointments. Ultimately, the 
plaintiff claimed, the supervisor threw a phonebook at her, telling her to find a pediatrician 
open after hours.239 

Often bias based on motherhood is folded into discrimination against women in histori-
cally male jobs. To qualify for promotion to sergeant, for example, a police detective was 
forced—only two days after returning from leave for a cesarean birth—to run an obstacle 
course, jump a fence, and pull a 125-pound dummy from a car. Her captain told her, “real 
cops don’t bleed once a month,” according to Dailey v. City of Jacksonville. 240 

Workers in the middle also encounter discrimination with regard to schedules. Consider 
this case: An executive secretary for the state Department of Revenue in Illinois had the 
7:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m. flex schedule she had worked for more than 15 years taken away in 
retaliation for filing a race discrimination complaint. She had worked this schedule to be 
home when her son, who had Down syndrome, so she could be home when he returned 
from school.241 

In blue-collar jobs, case law suggests that working class employers routinely deny light 
duty assignments to pregnant women—even when they allow men to work light duty for 
injuries that occur off the job. Several cases in point in court records show that an automo-
tive store worker, a fire department paramedic, and security guards all were denied light 
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duty for their pregnancies.242 In Lochren v. Suffolk Country, pregnant policewomen were 
denied light-duty desk jobs—and also were told that the department had no bulletproof 
vests to equip them for patrol duty.243 

In contrast, a problem for men in the middle is employer hostility toward men who want 
to take an active role in family care. A male police patrolman was passed over for promo-
tion to sergeant three times in favor of lower ranking officers because he took the leave 
he was entitled to under the Family and Medical Leave Act in order to care for his three 
children. A supervisor chided him, saying, “Congratulations for taking the most time off 
for having a baby and not actually having the baby.”244 

Likewise, a male state trooper was told that his wife would have to be “in 
a coma or dead” before he could qualify as a primary caregiver under 
his department’s policy that routinely granted primary caregiver leave to 
women. His wife was disabled by complications from childbirth and he 
needed to care for their newborn son.245 

Miserable childcare options

Not only do families in the middle face rigid jobs that make depend-
able childcare essential. Simultaneously they may well face childcare 
of poorer quality than is available either to the poor or professionals. 

“Middle class squeezed out of childcare, preschool” reported a local 
paper in Walla Walla, Washington, in 2008—before the job losses of 
Great Recession really hit. More study would show whether this is com-
mon across the country. 

“It’s definitely a struggle,” agreed Tine Lopez from Child Care 
Resource and Referral at Walla Walla Community College. “A lot 
of jobs right now aren’t paying as much, or cutting staffing. Most 
middle-income parents can’t afford to pay that $600-a-month day-
care bill.”246 (See Figure 5)

Reliable childcare: expensive and elusive

Families in the middle are less likely than the poor to have to leave their children with 
reluctant relatives, or with caregivers willing to accept $2 an hour. Yet the care these 
families can afford often is lower quality not only compared to that available to the 
professionals but also compared to that available to the poor. Income eligibility for Head 
Start, a federal program that provides subsidized high-quality pre-school, is capped at 
$17,170 for a family of three—too low a threshold to help middle-income families and 
many lower-income families.247 

Figure 5

Coping with childcare in the middle

Kind of childcare used by families in the middle in 2004 
for children under age 6

Source: Heather Boushey and Ben Zipperer’s analysis of Center for Economic and Policy 
Research extracts of the Survey of Income and Program Participation, 2004 panel.
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Yet high-quality care is unaffordable, ranging from $4,000 to nearly $12,000 a year.248 Our 
analysis finds that middle-class families using formal childcare centers for a child under age 
6 pay an average of $127 per week and those using in-home care center pay $125 per week, 
in March 2009 dollars. But, unlike low-income families, virtually no middle-income fami-
lies receive any government assistance to cover the costs, even though formal or in-home 
childcare eats up an average of 11 percent of total family income for families in the middle. 

Middle income families with a single working parent, or a married couple with both par-
ents working or in school, can receive the Child and Dependent Care Tax Credit, which 
provides a nonrefundable federal tax credit of up to $3,000 for one dependent or up to 
$6,000 for two or more dependents.249 Because this tax credit is nonrefundable, families 
who do not owe taxes do not receive the credit. Some families may also be able to use a 
Flexible Spending Account for Dependent Care if their employer sets it up. This allows 
families to pay for up to $5,000 of dependent care with tax-free income.250 Neither policy 
however, is sufficient to offset more than a small amount of childcare costs.251

For families in the middle, child care quality is a real concern. One study found that the 
“most uniformly poor quality [child] care was found predominantly in middle-class centers” 
serving families earning $15,000 to $40,000 annually—which includes families this report 
would place both in the poor and the middle. While this is at the low end of our definition 
of middle-income, it suggests a widespread concern.252 “For most working-class fami-
lies,” noted Lillian Rubin, “child care is often patched together in ways that leave parents 
anxious and children in jeopardy.”253 Rubin describes one such family, in which the old-
est—age nine—is home alone after school. The babies—both of them under three—goes 
to the wife’s mother two days a week:

“But [my mother] works the rest of the time, so the other days we take them to this other 
woman’s house. It’s the best we can afford, but it’s not great because she keeps too many 
kids and I know they don’t get good attention. Especially the little one. She’s so clingy 
when I bring her home; she can’t let go of me, like nobody’s paid her any mind all day.”254 

This mother says wistfully she’d like to quit but cannot because they need the money. 
Situations like hers help explain why even the paltry childcare subsidies offered to the 
poor can create resentment among middle-income families.

Middle-income families often struggle to arrange both childcare and back-up care, only 
to see their best-laid plans fall apart. In five out of a sample of 99 arbitrations, workers lost 
their jobs after they lost their childcare.255 In another arbitration, a steel worker’s regular 
babysitter was sick, so he rather than his wife took off work because his wife’s employer had 
a stricter absenteeism policy. He was suspended for 15 days for an unexcused absence.256

While his frankness was unusual, the problem is widespread. In the arbitration Princeton 
City School District Board of Education,257 a teacher requested a personal leave day when her 
normal day care provider took sick. The teacher had backup plans, but her husband was 
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out of town, and her mother-in-law was scheduled to work. School officials denied leave 
in the absence of proof that she had tried to arrange for back-up through a commercial day 
care center—which she did not do because she knew that local centers (like most centers) 
did not accept short-notice one-day clients. The arbitrator held that the personal day 
should have been granted because the teacher had back-up plans—relying on her husband 
and mother-in-law—that had worked in the past. A nonunionized worker would obvi-
ously have been fired or disciplined.

Grandparents giving and needing care

As in low-income families, grandparents are often integrated into the family economy. 
Recall the grandfather in the case named Tractor Supply Co., who was fired when he left to 
take care of his 18-month-old grandson.258 In the arbitration Department of Veterans Affairs 
Medical Center, a grandmother was suspended from her job as a nursing assistant when she 
was unable to work her scheduled shift—3:30 p.m. to midnight—because she was unable 
to find childcare for her grandkids.259 Then there’s the case of the school monitor, who was 
suspended from work for 20 days—reduced by the arbitrator to 10—when she took more 
leave that had been authorized to care for her pregnant daughter and granddaughter.260 

But at some point, most elders no longer give care; they need it. Middle-income families 
often are no more able than poor ones to pay for high-quality elder care. Consequently, 
they are left with struggles more affluent families do not face. In Simpson v. District of 
Columbia Office of Human Rights,261 a secretary challenged her employer’s insistence that 
she start work an hour and a half earlier, thereby making it impossible for her to care for 
her elderly and ailing father before she went to work. 

And recall the press operator at the Chicago Tribune, who lost her job when she overslept 
after staying up until midnight monitoring the blood pressure of her mother, for whom 
she was the primary caregiver.262 The difficulty of finding such stories in the literature on 
low-income families probably reflects the conventions at work in studies of poverty. 

Caring for the chronically ill

Middle-income families—like poor ones—typically cannot afford paid help to care for 
chronically ill family members. As a result, they face no-win situations. A single mother 
who worked for the Chicago Transit Authority was fired for tardiness stemming chiefly 
from her son’s Crohn’s disease. Each morning she had to unhook her son from his intra-
venous therapy, bandage him, administer medication, and get him off to school. Then she 
took two buses to take her toddler to his babysitter, and a third bus to work. When she was 
late, she often worked through her lunch hour to make up the time. The Transit Authority 
allowed her to come 30 minutes late, but given the lack of suitable childcare and other 
social supports, she ultimately lost her job.263 
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The stories go on and on in the union arbitration records. A bus driver was fired when 
she arrived three minutes late because her severely asthmatic son had had an asthma 
attack.264 Disciplined or fired, too, were a divorced father with custody of an asthmatic 
son,265 the father of a severely handicapped son,266 the stepfather of a young man para-
lyzed as the result of a gunshot wound,267 a male train operator with a diabetic son,268 
a male rental car shuttle driver whose son had a “serious heart condition,”269 a janitor 
whose son had severe mental and physical disabilities,270 and five families whose chil-
dren threatened or attempted suicide.271 

Many of these workers were ultimately reinstated when their unions challenged the 
employer’s action, yet only one out of eight Americans is unionized. Among the majority 
of middle-income Americans who are not unionized, abrupt firings of family members 
with caregiving responsibilities must be even more common—and in that context, these 
firings are final. There is no appeal to an arbitrator, nor any inquiry into whether or not the 
employer had just cause.

The impact of divorce

Although professionals are no more likely to get divorced today than in 1960, divorce 
rates among Americans without college degrees are high.272 Tag-teaming helps explain 
why. Increased economic pressures faced by nonprofessional families may fuel divorce 
rates in other ways as well, given that money is the most common cause of marital 
disagreements.273

Family arrangements that worked when a couple was married may not work after they 
divorce. One divorcing mother who lost her job at a factory that produced night-vision 
goggles due to a shift change told an arbitrator that she feared the shift change would 
mean she would lose custody of her children.274 And another arbitration, Interlake 
Conveyors,275 involved a material handler who was fired when he was not allowed to pro-
duce documentation that, as the divorced father of an asthmatic son, he needed to stay 
home because his son was ill.

Then there’s Suprenant Cable Corp., which involved a 22-year employee whose job was 
in vinyl extrusion. When his stay-at-home wife left him, he was left caring for his four-
year-old son. Things got rocky, and social services authorities investigated him for child 
neglect. They found none, and in fact tried to help him find childcare. But all he could find 
during the summer were unreliable high school babysitters. Finally he found an approved 
day care provider, but by that time he had been fired for excessive absenteeism under the 
employer’s no-fault policy.276 

This is the face of work-family conflict in the middle—missing no more.
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The professionals 

Work-family conflict is remarkably democratic. It is affects not only low- and middle-
income families but also doctors, lawyers, engineers, accountants, and executives—those 
upper middle class families whose median income was $148,000 in 2008. These are not 
middle-class families: they are the American families by income. They often report being 
middle class,277 but this is only true when they compare themselves to the top 2 percent, 
whose median income is $2 million. Compared to most Americans, the “upper middle 
class” is rich. We will straightforwardly refer to them as professional families.

Our analysis defines professional families as those in the top 20 percent of family 
income with at least one adult with a college degree; 13 percent of families are in this 
group. Marriage is alive and well among this group: 96 percent families with children 
are headed by married parents, somewhat more than in middle-income families, or 81 
percent, and dramatically more than low-income families, only 34 percent of whom 
have married parents.

Professional families typically receive the most attention from the press, yet the picture 
painted is highly inaccurate.278 In recent years, much of the press surrounding work-family 
conflict concentrates on married professional couples, reporting a “new trend”—that 
wives are leaving careers to embrace more traditional roles. There really was no new 
trend: one study found that The New York Times has been reporting the same “new trend” 
for more than four decades, culminating in Lisa Belkin’s magazine story, “The Opt Out 
Revolution,” in 2003.279 Such stories often are accompanied by the assertion that “today 
only privileged women can afford to stay home.”

Our data in this report dramatize just how misleading this is. Nearly 80 percent both of 
professional-and middle-income married mothers are employed, and that both groups 
are about twice as likely to be employed as their low-income counterparts. Much the 
same pattern emerges among single mothers. More than 95 percent of non-poor single 
mothers have jobs.

Professional mothers, moreover, work more hours. They are roughly twice as likely as mid-
dle-income mothers to work 50-plus hours. In only 20 percent of two-parent professional 
families does the husband work full-time hours or more while the wife stays home. This is 
slightly lower than the proportion of breadwinner-homemaker middle-income families, or 
23 percent, and dramatically lower than that in poor families, or 47 percent.
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Thus the common claims that professional women are flooding back home, and that only 
rich women can afford to stay home, are stunningly untrue. In fact, parents in professional 
families are much less likely to be caring for their own children: only 14 percent are, as 
compared to 20 percent in middle-income parents and 26 percent in poor ones.

And yet the opt-out stories often do contain a kernel of truth, which stems from the labor 
market patterns of men rather than women. Recall that 38 percent of professional men work 
50 or more hours a week, as compared with only 23 percent of men in the middle and 9 
percent of low-income men. Many of the highest-paying and highest-status professional 
jobs require very long hours—and, in today’s “winner take all” economy, turning them 
down can extract a sharp wage penalty.280 One study of “high earners”—defined as the 
top 6 percent of earners in the United States—reported that over 21 percent had “extreme 
jobs” that averaged 60 or more hours a week,281 a number that grew to 45 percent in a 
second study of high-earning professionals working for global companies.282

Here’s the kernel: it’s difficult—and often impossible—for both parents to work such 
extreme schedules. Our analysis shows that only 6 percent of married professional families 
do both parents work 50 or more hours a week. Typically fathers do, leaving mothers to 
pick up the pieces. So the crucial point is not that mothers are leaving the workforce but 
that professional wives find they cannot sustain a highly ramped-up version of “full time.” 
Only 11 percent of married professional mothers work 50 or more hours a week. Often 
that bars them from the fast track. 

In professional-managerial families, the norm is for both parents to work at least full 
time: 57 percent do, but in a majority of families, or 54 percent, husbands work longer 
hours than wives—in an employment context where anyone not working “full time,” 
which in these jobs typically means very long hours, is pushed off the fast track onto the 
mommy track. Many professional women don’t cheerfully opt out, they are pushed out 
by workplaces that define “full time” as a work schedule so time-consuming that, realisti-
cally, it requires a traditional stay-at-home wife. These work pressures among professional 
families deliver up a different set of work-life conflicts. Life is less precarious than in low- 
and middle-income families but it is no less complicated. 

The norm of work devotion and the flexibility stigma

A good pivot for comparing professional men with men in the middle is a study by 
professors Carla Shows of Daytona State College and Naomi Gerstel of the University of 
Massachusetts at Amherst, which compares emergency medical technicians with physi-
cians, both predominantly male groups.283 The EMTs—like most in the middle— had 
little formal control over their schedules, but they used shift swapping to shape their work 
around family needs. Swaps were arranged so dads could attend children’s sports, take kids 
to doctors’ appointments, pick them up from school. The EMTs covered for each other 
when someone needed to leave a few hours early or arrive a few hours late. 
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Older EMTs covered for younger ones who still had children at home. One noted that 
now that his daughter “is older and it’s nice to have that flexibility to give back to other 
people what was given to you, to be able to do things like that.” The study also found that 
the EMTs were intimately involved in the daily routines of family life, in part because their 
wives, who substantially contributed more to the family income and worked more hours 
than did doctors’ wives, demanded it. The EMTs spoke freely of their involvement in their 
children’s daily lives. Remarked one, “Last year I took three out of my five sick days to stay 
home when one of the smaller ones was sick. So I’ll use them for that more than anything.” 
Said another, “I will totally refuse the overtime. Family comes first for me.”284 

A very different picture emerged of physicians. They reported an average of 50 hours a 
week, but in fact they worked much longer. Once researchers included time spent check-
ing work-related e-mails, serving on hospital committees, staying current with the medical 
literature, and being on call, researchers found that doctors’ workweeks averaged 60 or 
more hours a week.285 Professional men are much more likely than others to work long 
hours (See Figure 6), which creates considerable discontent. Eighty percent of men who 
work more than 50 hours a week would prefer shorter schedules. Only 18 percent of men 
wanted such long hours.286 

Physicians not only worked different schedules than the EMTs, who averaged 45 hours 
per week. The two groups had different attitudes toward work. The doctors shared what 
sociologist Mary Blair-Loy of University of California-San Diego calls the “norm of work 
devotion,” or the belief that professionals should “demonstrate commitment by making 
work the central focus of their lives” and “manifest a singular ‘devotion to work,’ unencum-
bered with family responsibilities.”287 

“When you work more,” explains one doctor, “you have a big edge in terms of, well, that’s 
a big badge.” Says another doctor: “It’s a hazing type of thing. It’s not the best way but the 
ones who work the most are looked up to. You have to work harder than them. That gets 
respect.”288 Professional men who work long hours tend to report that they experience the 
most personal growth.289 

On the other hand, some specialties in medicine have created more workable solutions 
for managing work-family conflict, compared to other professions. In primary care, for 
example, hours are more flexible.�

The association of long work hours with privilege is relatively recent. Traditionally, lei-
sure—not work devotion—signaled privilege. That’s now changed. The percentage of pro-
fessional men who work 50 or more hours a week has risen sharply: only about 25 percent 
of professional men born before 1935 work long hours, but about 40 percent of men born 
after 1956 do.291 Long work hours are a badge of honor, often seen as the measure of a man. 
Explains one Silicon Valley engineer:
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“Guys try to out-macho each other, but in engineering it’s really perverted because out-
machoing someone means being more of a nerd than the other person. It’s not like being 
a brave firefighter and going up one more flight than your friend. There’s a lot of see 
how many hours I can work, whether or not you have a kid. He’s a real man; he works 
90-hour weeks. He’s a slacker; he works 50 hours a week.”292 

Many elite professionals often face a situation where “excellence and commitment [are 
measured] not only by productivity and competence but by the number of hours logged—
that is part of the politics of time,” concluded a 1999 study of lawyers.293 

Professional men often are less involved in children’s lives than they would like to be. The 
study of EMTs and doctors contrasted the EMTs, whom researchers saw as very much 
involved in the routines of daily life, with the doctors, for whom childhood brought up the 
image of a public performance: the school play, a ballet recital, a soccer game.294 This finding 
echoes the observations of other studies. UC-Berkeley sociologist Arlie Hochschild noted 
in 1997 that one professional associated childrearing with going to plays and sports events, 
but “he knew little about those times when his children were offstage, unable to get started 
on something, discouraged, confused.”295 Most managers in Hochschild’s study of a large 
American corporation looked back on their childrearing years with “a kind of mild regret that 
they had spent so little time with their children.”296 

Some of their wives had stronger feelings. Said one, 
whose husband ultimately was fired: “My husband 
missed our children’s birthdays! He missed their 
games! He missed the father-daughter banquets! 
Didn’t the company get enough of his time? Because 
we saw nothing of him!”297 

Over 10 years later, the wives in Shows and Gerstel’s 
study still were unhappy with their husbands’ long 
hours, but had very little ability to control them. The 
wives of EMTs, perhaps because they earned a much 
higher proportion of the family income, exercised a 
lot more control over their husbands’ hours.298 

If men who work long hours wish they worked 
less, why don’t they do so?299 Many feel, with some 
justification, that a 40-hour week would be career 
suicide. This schedule is seen as “part time” in many 
professional-managerial jobs, and tends to spell a 
less-prestigious and less upwardly-mobile career path. 

Figure 6

Workaholics?

The share of employed men and women working 50 or more hours a week in 
1997-1979 and in 2006-2008 

Source: Heather Boushey and Jeff Chapman’s analysis of Miriam King, Steven Ruggles, Trent Alexander, Donna 
Leicach, and Matthew Sobek. Integrated Public Use Microdata Series, Current Population Survey: Version 2.0. 
[Machine-readable database] (Minneapolis: Minnesota Population Center [producer and distributor], 2009).
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Moreover, a recent study showed that the financial rewards for working long hours 
increased substantially between 1979 and 2006. During a period when the real earnings 
of men who worked 40 hours per week remained essentially constant, the earnings of men 
who worked long hours shot up.300 The long-hours premium is particularly apparent in 
job categories with the largest earnings inequality within a given group.301 In other words, 
hours have spiraled up as men strive to ensure they don’t end up as “losers.” 

Flexibility stigma

Why don’t professionals who want to reduce their hours use one of the many work-life 
programs that offer “flexibility” through reduced hours and flexible work arrangements? 
Researchers have documented that these “part-time” professionals may be seen as “time 
deviants”302 who face what has been called the “flexibility stigma.” Promotions vanish, as 
does superstar status. Lawyers who reduce their hours find themselves consigned to inside 
offices, given rote assignments, left out of key meetings. Explains one, “[Going part-time] 
has destroyed [my career] for all intents and purposes. It has completely, utterly, and irre-
versibly altered my future, my practice, my finances, my reputation, my relationships, and 
my friendships.”303

Many women lawyers report feeling similarly undervalued, which makes sense, given that 
“part-time” lawyers often take an immediate wage cut of 20 percent per hour for a “part-
time” schedule of 40 hours a week. Research documents that working less than whatever 
schedule is considered “full time,” and working from home, have significant negative 
consequences for future wage growth.304 Not surprisingly, some women try reducing 
their hours, only to get discouraged and quit. Says a marketing executive who quit after 
working part-time:

“So I decided to quit, and this was a really, really big deal because I never envisioned 
myself not working. I just felt like I would become a nobody if I quit. Well, I was sort of a 
nobody working, too. So it was sort of, ‘Which nobody do I want to be?’”305 

Whatever the results of quitting, 87 percent of highly educated women in one study cited 
workplace conditions, including inflexible schedules, as a key reason for their decisions to 
leave the workforce.306 

The flexibility stigma affects fathers as well as mothers. Fathers with even a short work 
absence due to a family conflict were recommended for fewer rewards and had lower per-
formance ratings. Men who take a family leave are often penalized, especially by other men. 
Fathers who experience a family conflict receive lower rewards and performance evalua-
tions.307 When one young lawyer asked to take parental leave after the birth of his son, the 
message he received was that “my wife should do it.”308

Aquo con cus. 

Aborendi dolupta 

velibus nectorum 

dempos sequo tem 
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Because of the flexibility stigma, and the norm of work devotion that drives it, many pro-
fessionals face, in effect, a speed-up at work. To get ahead and to stay ahead, at least one 
breadwinner in professional families must work exceedingly long hours.

The speed-up at work, the speed-up in family life

The work speed-up very often is matched by a speed-up at home. Sociologists have 
reported a ratcheting up of the expectations—but chiefly in professional families. Less 
affluent Americans still raise their children as much as they themselves were raised—
in the days when mothers gave children milk and cookies and sent them outside to 
play—except that nowadays kids spend more time in front of screens and less outside, as 
evidence by the national epidemic of obesity. Traditional patterns of spontaneous child-
created play predominate in the bottom 80 percent of American households.309

In sharp contrast, professional families work on the assumption that their children’s talents 
must be carefully cultivated. To accomplish this, children are steered toward more formal, 
adult-created activities. Parents “make a deliberate and sustained effort to stimulate chil-
dren’s development and to cultivate their cognitive and social skills,” engaging in a childrear-
ing strategy Annette Lareau of the University of Pennsylvania calls “concerted cultivation.” 
Children are guided toward “a valuable set of white-collar work skills, including how to set 
priorities, manage an itinerary, shake hands with strangers, and work on a team.”310 

Less affluent families often take a skeptical view of the busy schedules that result: while 
acknowledging that this might “pay off ‘job-wise’” Lareau found them skeptical, opining 
that “I think he must be a sad kid,” and “He must be dead-dog tired.”311 

Mothers do the great majority of this enrichment work in professional families. Employed 
mothers now spend as much time interacting with their children as stay-at-home moth-
ers did in 1975. As a group, fathers spend about a third to a half the time mothers spend 
on children’s enrichment activities—and even less on achievement-related activities.312 
Childrearing norms have shifted so sharply that grandparents are often “bewildered by 
their grandchildren’s hectic schedules of organized activities . . . and awed by the intensive 
involvement of mothers in the children’s schooling,” reports Lareau.313 

Indeed, upper middle-class mothers are doing something new. The average time spent 
on childcare has increased sharply for both professional fathers and mothers since 1985. 
Employed mothers spend 86 percent as much time with their children as non-employed 
mothers do.314 Professional fathers spend far less: the fact that their time on childcare 
has increased is less impressive given the scant amount of time such fathers spent on 
childcare as of 1960. Perhaps not surprisingly, a 1999 study found that the children of 
employed mothers were more likely to feel like they needed more time with their fathers, 
than with their mothers.315
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Like all parents, professionals want the best for their kids. Yet college counselors have 
begun to protest the performance pressure placed on elite high schoolers. Studies docu-
ment an increase in academic pressure, and economists are asking some searching ques-
tions.316 A 2009 study by economists Garey Ramey and Valerie A. Ramey of University 
of California, San Diego, reports that U.S. parents of all incomes increased the time they 
spend in childcare, beginning in the mid-1990s. Yet the increase is twice as great among 
college-educated parents. It is concentrated on older children, in particular in coordinating 
and transporting them to their various activities. 

Ramey and Ramey also note that the time educated Canadians spend in childcare has 
changed very little over the same period, and suggest that the difference lies in college 
education in the two countries. Because the United States—but not Canada—has a very 
steep prestige hierarchy among its universities, the authors suggest, professional-manage-
rial families in America dedicate more time to enrichment activities designed to make sure 
their children reach one of the top schools.317 

Could it be that the drive toward ever-greater “enrichment,” from baby Mozart to travel 
sports teams, stems not from children’s needs but from parents’ economic anxieties? In a 
winner-take-all society, professional parents want to ensure their children are winners. 

In short, professional families are caught between a speed-up at home and a speed-up 
at work. The situation is exacerbated both by the high proportion of parents in full-time 
work, and the high proportion of fathers who work 50 or more hours a week. Our analysis 
shows that some families attempt to cope with these pressures through “neo-traditional” 
families in which mothers work fewer hours than fathers do: in 54 percent of married-cou-
ple professional-managerial families with children, the husband works longer hours than 
the wife—as in 62 percent of low-income, and 53 percent of middle-income married-cou-
ple families. Even so, 4 in 10 professional mothers are employed at least full time and only 
one in five is not employed. Very few couples, regardless of whether they have children, 
have both spouses working 50-plus hours per week.

Couples with children at home showed the most discrepancy among the work hours of 
husbands and wives.318 “Parenthood is a real watershed transition,” conclude sociologists 
Phyllis Moen and Stephen Sweet, of the Cornell Couples and Careers Study. The authors 
say kids in the home are responsible for “often pushing dual-earner couples to neo-tradi-
tional arrangements, with husbands putting in long hours on the job and their wives work-
ing considerably less. Once children grow up and leave home, work hours may shift.”319 

Having a husband who works more than 50 hours a week increases the odds of a woman 
quitting her job by 44 percent. Having a husband who works more than 60 hours a week 
increases her odds of quitting by 112 percent.320 In one study of highly educated women 
who had left the workforce entirely, more than 60 percent cited their husbands as a key 
reason for their decision to quit.321 Commentators focus much more on the effect of 
women’s schedules for driving women out of the workforce, often overlooking the effect 
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of men’s schedules. Work schedules often drive family dynamics, as documented in the 
Cornell study, which found that “men’s success at work comes at the cost of not their own 
family success but of their wives’ work success.”322 

Though professional women often cite a “parenting vacuum” as a key reason they scale 
back their careers, a lack of affordable, high-quality paid childcare also plays a central 
role.323 Nearly one-third, or 23 percent, of the predominantly professional mothers 
interviewed for newspaper articles about mothers “opting out” cited the lack of affordable, 
high-quality childcare as one reason they quit.324 

Lack of good childcare options is a remarkably consistent problem among Americans 
describing work-family conflict. Our analysis finds that 37 percent of professional families 
use center-based care for their children under age 6, and they are more likely to use child 
care centers than are less affluent families, or 31 percent of whom use center-based care. 
The biggest surprise is the high level of relative care among professional families, with 24 
percent turning to a relative for childcare—sharply lower than in less affluent families, 
or around 30 percent, but still higher than one might expect. No doubt many reasons 
contribute, but one is that childcare costs still eat up a big share of family income. Families 
who pay for center-based care pay an average of 6 percent of their family income, not 
much less than do middle-class families. (See Figure 7)

A final point is that men at the very top of organizations are more likely than their col-
leagues to have a wife who handles childcare, household, and other non-work responsibili-
ties.325 The highest-level professional and managerial jobs typically require what sociologists 
call “a two-person career”—a career so demanding it requires the sup-
port of a spouse who takes care of most nonwork responsibilities.326 

Men in two-person careers not only set the standard for others; they 
also manage a workforce where both women and men have very real 
day-to-day responsibilities for family care. Perhaps one reason today’s 
workplace has not adapted to the needs of today’s workforce is that top 
managers often have no personal experience, and little sense, of what 
it is like when family and work responsibilities conflict, because their 
wives—and a few stay-at-home husbands—take care of their family’s 
needs. Too little thought has been given to this yawning gap in life 
experience by those at the top levels of companies and public policy. 

Caregiver discrimination against professionals

As with low-wage and middle-income workers, professionals encounter 
family responsibilities discrimination. In this group, open pregnancy 
discrimination probably is rarer. Yet women are often marginalized 
once they become mothers—passed over for promotion or “mommy 

Figure 7

Minding the kids

The kind of childcare used by professional families in 2004 
for children under age 6

Source: Heather Boushey and Ben Zipperer’s analysis of Center for Economic and Policy 
Research extracts of the Survey of Income and Program Participation, 2004 panel.

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

In-home 
care center

Nanny/
sitter

Center-
based care

14.0

24.1

Parent Relative

Familial 

14.8

3.3

37.3
Non-relative care



58  Center for American Progress  |  The Three Faces of Work-Family Conflict

tracked,” on the assumption that their work commitment and competence has diminished. 
“I had a baby, not a lobotomy,” protested one Boston lawyer in a study by Harvard Law 
School graduates.327 The leading study, which involved only professional jobs, found that 
mothers were 79 percent less likely to be hired, 100 percent less likely to be promoted, 
offered an average of $11,000 less in salary, and held to higher performance and punctual-
ity standards than women with identical resumes but no children.328 

Negative competence and commitment assumptions triggered by motherhood are prob-
ably common among the employers of professional women with children. One attorney, 
despite excellent evaluations, was passed over repeatedly for promotions that were offered 
to less qualified men with children and to a woman without children. When a new posi-
tion required extensive traveling, her employer assumed she would not want to hit the 
road as a mother. And when talking about working mothers, the general counsel of the 
legal department said “I don’t see how you can do either job well” (role incongruity again). 
At her law firm, only seven of the 46 managing attorneys were women, and none were the 
mothers of school-age children.329 This happens across the professional job landscape. 
(See side box)

Clearly, the face of work-family conflict in professional families is not the popular image 
that professional women cheerily embrace traditional roles and voluntarily leave the work-
force after they have children. Instead, the picture is one of workplaces designed around 
long work hours that drive women off the fast track and men into overwork. Recall Sally 
Sears, the news anchor whose story appeared on the opening pages of this report. The 
same TV station that found it unthinkable to grant Sears’ request that she work less than 
a 60-hour week ultimately rehired her as a part-time reporter—but on a contract basis, 
presumably without health insurance, a pension, and at a sharply lower pay rate. 

Sears did not joyfully discover the housewife within. Her workplace forced her out of  
a good job with a six-figure salary into a job that made her, and her children economi-
cally vulnerable.330

This is the face of work-family conflict among the professionals.
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Numerous studies show that professional women with children are often shunted onto the 

“mommy track” by their employers even when they try to do what it takes to advance up 

the career ladder. In one case, a sales representative was passed over for promotion, her 

supervisor helpfully explaining that he did not consider her for the position “because she 

had children and he didn’t think she’d want to relocate her family.” The supervisor assumed 

this, despite the fact that she never said it. In fact, the sales representative had told her 

supervisor “again and again how much she wanted to be promoted” and had filled out a 

chart indicating multiple faraway locations where she’d be willing to relocate.331 

Passing a qualified mother over for a promotion is common. Those passed over for pro-

motion—according to the case law database of the Center for WorkLife Law—included 

a college administrator, a global account executive, a staff attorney, a chemical engineer, 

and college professor—to name just a few.332 

Professionals who have children may have their responsibilities taken away, or find them-

selves transferred or demoted, until they eventually get fed up and leave. A bank vice 

president, an attorney on a partner track, an assistant medical director, a hotel regional 

manager, and a national sales director are among those who sued to protest these kinds 

of demotions or transfers.333 

Work-liFe snap shoT

The mommy track

Kirstie Foster, a corporate public relations 
manager with General Mills, pays a visit to 
her 10-month-old daughter, Mia, in the day-
care facility at the company’s headquarters 
in Golden Valley, Minn., Monday, Sept. 20, 
2004. General Mills is on Working Mother 
magazine’s 19th annual list of the 100 best 
companies for working mothers. (AP Photo/
Ann Heisenfelt)
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What all Americans need

What all Americans need are workplaces designed for busy 21st century families. 
Employers and policymakers must recognize that the typical worker is now in a family 
in which all adults are employed, children continue to need care when young and after 
school, the elderly live into their 80s and 90s, and ill family members sometimes need to 
be cared for at home. 

The political party that addresses work-family issues in a coherent and effective way will 
tap into an enormous source of political goodwill. The first step is to show Americans that 
work-family conflict is not just a personal problem. In fact, many of the stresses faced by 
American families stem from failures of public policy. The most obvious example is the 
lack of high-quality, affordable childcare, which affects all income groups. Lack of child 
care keeps many low-income mothers out of the labor force and leaves many middle-
income children in low-quality childcare. Both low- and middle-income families are 
driven into tag teaming, which in turn leads to exhaustion and higher levels of divorce. 
Even professionals are affected; highly trained women often cut back on work commit-
ments because they see no other way their children can receive quality care. 

For too long, policymakers have sent a message that coping with work-family conflict is 
not their concern, and the American public has internalized that message. Yet government 
can play a leadership role, not only by modeling best practices, but also by advancing the 
policy agenda.

To update our public policies, we must address the realities of how families live and 
work today. This will require helping them meet their daily responsibilities—to pick 
up a child from school, take an elderly mother to a check-up, leave work early to nurse 
a partner through the swine flu—as well as the challenges faced when someone needs 
extended time off. 

These things are possible. Through coalition-building and sustained efforts, progressives 
have fought for and won important policies for working families in the past. The 40-hour 
work week, for example, which continues to set boundaries on work hours for millions 
of U.S. workers, resulted from union activism that created the definition of “full time” 
later enshrined in the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938.334 Advocates for the Family and 
Medical Leave Act, led by the National Partnership for Women and Families, built a coali-
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tion that brought together unions, activists for older workers, the disabled, and families 
with children to pass that legislation.

Addressing work-family conflict will require that employers make some changes—but not 
that they lose money in the process. The reality is that best-practice employers typically 
find that workplace flexibility helps their bottom line.335 One of the challenges is that the 
policies in place tend to be lopsided—flexible work hours and paid leave are often available 
only to the highest-paid employees, while government subsidies for childcare are often 
available to only the least paid. Policies, both public and private, need to be smoothed out, 
so that they help not only the poor and professionals but also the missing middle. 

Our choice today is not between over-burdensome regulations and some idealized “pristine 
market” that does not actually exist. The choice, instead, is between outdated public and 
workplace policies—or new policies that respond to contemporary working conditions.

Some crucial policies such as paid family and medical leave or childcare programs will 
require—dare we say it—subsidies. This is a heavy lift, especially since the typical frame 
is that it’s just “common knowledge” that government subsidies are unpopular in the 
United States.

Yet, as we delve deeper, that conventional wisdom is not quite true. While enacting workers’ 
rights and social subsidies is extraordinarily difficult in the United States, once passed—if 
universal—they quickly come to be seen as that holy grail of American politics: rights. Thus 
Social Security, initially controversial, has become the third rail of American politics. 

More recently, we have seen Americans telling lawmakers to “get the government’s hands 
off my Medicare”—paying that social insurance program the ultimate American compli-
ment: that it is a right to be vigorously protected.336 The deeper message is that Americans 
distrust government, but take their rights very seriously. In contrast, creating subsidies 
that only affect a small share of families but leave out others who need the same assistance 
can create hostility and resentment among families who are in need but who do not have 
access to these programs.

To pass new legislation that will support working families, Congress must see a groundswell 
of public support. But, that groundswell will only emerge if congressional representatives can 
connect with voters on work-family issues in ways that support advocates’ efforts to mobilize 
popular support. Yet progress towards a policy solution is often hampered by policies that 
fuel, rather than mitigate, the class divides over work-family conflict. A key goal of this report 
is to give public officials the background knowledge they need to avoid problems of this type.

The report suggests that potential coalition for advancing policies that address work-family 
conflict is quite large but that mobilization will require putting forth a broad set of policy 
options that affect the poor, the professionals, and middle. 
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Many work-family conflicts cannot be solved by childcare, and certainly not by sporadic 
childcare subsidies to the poor. Nor does a public policy agenda that focuses on short-
term leaves —of a few weeks, or a few months—address the pressing daily needs of 
American families. To address the day-to-day struggles of Americans at all income levels 
requires an agenda with four basic elements:

• Workplace flexibility
• Short-term, episodic, and extended time off
• Childcare, afterschool care and adult care
• Addressing family responsibilities discrimination

Let’s consider each of these briefly in turn before detailing the policy solutions.

Workplace flexibility

Seventy percent of children live in households where all adults are in the labor force, 
which means these parents will necessarily be juggling work and family.337 And nearly 
50 percent of employees say they have missed work due to elder care responsibilities.338 
Employers need to come to terms with the need for workplace flexibility to respond to 
legitimate family needs. Low-income workers urgently need scheduling predictability and 
minimum hours. Both they and middle-income employees need the ability to take time 
off for family emergencies. Middle-income workers also need limits on mandatory over-
time—as do professionals—who also need relief from 24-7 availability.

Short-term, episodic, and extended time off

All employees need job-protected time off to care for children or ailing family members, 
and to address their own health needs. Short-term leaves are necessary for urgent life 
challenges—such as to care for a child with the flu—as well as extended time off to care 
for a new child, or for a family member with a serious health condition. Short-term leaves 
are crucial for low-income workers, who tend to have more family care responsibilities, 
and fewer employer-provided leaves, than do other Americans. Yet many middle-income 
Americans, and a hefty proportion of professionals, also lack short-term leaves to care for 
ill children or elders, as will be further detailed below.

Childcare, after-school care and adult care

High-quality, affordable childcare and after-school care is important to all American par-
ents, from the most to the least affluent. Subsidized childcare is vital for low-income par-
ents, who cannot afford to pay for childcare while working at or close to minimum wage. 
Yet subsidizing childcare for low- but not middle-income Americans is a recipe for class 
anger—as well as making any subsidy program politically vulnerable. Even Americans 
with professional and managerial jobs have trouble finding and keeping suitable childcare. 

Childcare, however, is a small part of a much larger universe: typically childcare addresses 
the needs only of children through elementary school. Middle-school students need 
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afterschool programs, and high schoolers need enrichment programs. In addition, elderly 
and ill adults need care programs so that their caregivers—at every income level—can 
remain employed. And policymakers need to make sure that in establishing childcare 
subsidies they are not only focused on the needs of the child and his or her family, but 
also the childcare provider. Childcare workers are paid relatively low wages, in no small 
part because many families cannot afford to pay higher wages and there are inadequate 
subsidies for child care. 

Addressing family responsibilities discrimination

Workers at all income levels need to be free from discrimination based on family respon-
sibilities. Low-income workers seem to meet outright discrimination early, often when 
they become pregnant. Middle-income mothers also encounter discrimination after they 
return from maternity leave, notably when employers deny qualified individuals promo-
tions and light duty. Professional-managerial mothers, and perhaps middle-income moth-
ers as well, also encounter discrimination surrounding requests for flexible or part-time 
work. And men across the income spectrum often encounter discrimination that sends 
the message that caring for family members is women’s work.

The devil is in the details 

Descending from the highest level of generality into the weeds, this report has important 
messages about how to design a work-family initiative. 

The Family and Medical Leave Act provides a cautionary tale. By the time FMLA was 
passed, advocates who had worked so hard for its passage found themselves—much to 
their frustration—faced with trade-offs and carve-outs that seriously undercut the leg-
islation’s effectiveness.339 These trade-offs were symptomatic of the lack of a sufficiently 
powerful coalition. 

The following section examines how to build a coalition strong enough to maximize the 
chances that painful trade-offs will not become inevitable. Here the focus is on a template 
that allows advocates and policymakers to think through the implications of trade-offs that 
become inevitable. This template should include:

• Universal coverage: Would the proposed reform cover everyone?

• Bargaining power: Does the proposed reform protect Americans who have limited abil-
ity to negotiate with their employers?

• Family structure: Does the proposed reform cover the range of work-family conflicts 
resulting from different family structures? 
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• Fills a gap: If a proposed reform is not truly universal, does it help Americans of all 
income groups address work-family conflicts and provide benefits that many do not 
already have access to? 

This template can be applied to any proposed initiative. We will apply it to three policies 
here: family and medical leave, paid sick days, and childcare subsidies. 

Family and Medical Leave Act

The Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993 provides workers covered by the legislation 
with 12 weeks of unpaid leave to care for a new child, a sick relative, or to recover from 
the worker’s own illness. Workers are covered by FMLA if they work at an establishment 
with at least 50 employees, have worked there for at least one year, and have put in at least 
1,250 hours within the past year, or an average of 25 hours per week, assuming two weeks 
vacation per year. In 2000, the latest national data, about half the workforce was both 
covered and eligible for this benefit.340 

Universal coverage: Fail

The coverage and eligibility requirements written into FMLA exclude many low-income 
and middle-income workers who work at establishments with fewer than 50 employees. 
Because lower-income employees tend to work for smaller employers, this carve-out tends 
to exclude the lowest-paid workers.341 

FMLA also disproportionately excludes many lower-paid workers because these work-
ers tend to have job tenures of less than a year with their current employer.342 Similarly, 
FMLA’s minimum eligibility for coverage of a minimum of 1,250 hours per year excludes 
many low-wage workers, and mothers of all kinds because they are more likely to work 
part-time or intermittently.343

In addition, FMLA offers only unpaid leave, which makes it difficult or impossible for 
workers with lower incomes to use it. Yet workers of all incomes struggle to take advantage 
of FMLA unpaid leave opportunities. The utilization rate is similar across income groups, 
ranging from 16.5 percent for families with income of less than $20,000 to 18.1 percent 
for those earning $100,000 or more per year, with a high of 19.9 percent among those 
earning $50,000 to less than $75,000 per year.344 Among those who needed leave but did 
not take it, over three-quarters reported that the reason was that they could not afford to 
take unpaid leave.345 

Bargaining power: Pass, but with caveats

Because FMLA provides a clear, job-protected right, all workers should be able to use 
it—or to sue if they are denied access to leave. However, new evidence has emerged that 
shows that employers do not always comply with the law.346 This is an important issue, yet 



What all Americans need  |  www.americanprogress.org  65

the lack of recent data on coverage or eligibility means that lax compliance and enforce-
ment have not been widely recognized.

Family structure: Fail, but with caveats.

The FMLA favors traditional families because it offers only unpaid leave and because it 
does not cover nontraditional families. The policy encourages the lower-paid earner in the 
family—usually the woman—to take unpaid leave and provide so that the family can con-
tinue to have the higher earner—usually the man—stay in the workforce. Further, because 
FMLA protects only unpaid leave that means it disproportionately excludes single parents 
who cannot rely on a partner’s income to support them during their leave.

The FMLA actively discriminates against nontraditional families. Domestic partners are 
not covered and families that rely on non-immediate family members to provide care—
such as aunts and uncles—are also excluded from coverage. 

Yet the gender-neutral nature of the FMLA, which provides 12 weeks of leave to employ-
ees, encourages both men and women to take time off work to care for an ill family mem-
ber or bond with a new child. 

Fills a gap: Pass, but with caveats

Prior to the passage of FMLA, job-protected leave was largely limited to professional-
managerial workers and more often to mothers than fathers.347 Thus, to the extent that 
FMLA provided unpaid job-protected leave to low- or middle-income workers, this was 
a significant expansion of benefits. But due to the carve-outs that exclude businesses 
with less than 50 employees and employees with short job tenure, the new benefits went 
disproportionately to long-term employees—with their employer for more than a year—
who work at least 25 hours per week on average, and who are employed by firms with at 
least 50 workers—all of which skewed the new benefit toward higher-paid workers. 

Indeed, estimates are that one-third of FMLA-covered employers already offered leave 
policies that were consistent with—or more generous than—the FMLA when it was 
enacted almost two decades ago. And among the two-thirds of employers that changed 
some aspect of their policy to comply with the law, the most common change was to 
increase the number of reasons for which employees could take leave.348 

Still, even though some employers offered more generous than the law requires, for 
example by providing paid family leave, their numbers are shrinking. According to a study 
by the Work and Families Institute, the percentage of employers offering paid childbirth 
leave has fallen from 27 percent in 1998 to 16 percent in 2008. The average length of 
allowed childbirth leaves also has decreased.349

On the other hand, the FMLA offered a new benefit across all classes to men who had 
little access to these leave policies prior to passage of FMLA. The 2000 survey of FMLA 
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usage found that men are just as likely as women to use FMLA for their own illness or to 
care for an ill family member and many more men across income groups now take time off 
to bond with a new child because of this law.350

Paid sick days

There are only three places in the United States where workers have the right to job-
protected leave if they are sick: San Francisco as of 2007, Washington, D.C. (2008), and 
Milwaukee (passed in 2008, but held up by a court injunction) The Healthy Families Act, 
a new proposed federal legislation (S. 1152/H.R. 2460), would allow workers to earn one 
hour of sick leave for every 30 hours worked, up to seven days of paid sick days per year. 
Workers can use this leave for their own illness or doctor’s appointments for preventa-
tive care, to care for an ill family member, or to seek help for domestic violence. The law 
excludes workers in firms with 15 or fewer employees.

Universal coverage: Pass, but with caveats

The proposed federal law would cover 85 percent of all workers who work in firms with 
15 or more employees.351 Unfortunately, the workers excluded earn, on average, lower 
wages than the workforce overall, with the average annual earnings for employees in firms 
with fewer than 15 employees at about $31,000 compared to $35,000 in firms of 15 to 99 
employees and $41,000 in firms with 100 or more employees.352 

Importantly, though, the proposed law does not discriminate based on full-time versus part-
time status. The Healthy Families Act allows workers to earn one hour of leave for every 30 
hours worked, regardless of the total number of hours per week that employee works.

Bargaining power: Pass

The proposed law would establish a basic labor standard that would be relatively easy 
to enforce. In recent years, however, the Department of Labor has not had sufficient 
resources—or incentives—to enforce other basic labor standards, such as the minimum 
wage or overtime provisions.353 The upshot: without a Department of Labor committed to 
enforcing labor law, new policies can be less meaningful. The Obama administration has 
committed to increasing the number of enforcement officers significantly, bringing them 
up to the level they had been in 2001.354

Family structure: Pass

Since the Healthy Families Act provides paid time off, it makes no assumptions about 
whether another family member can provide income support during times when a family 
member is ill. Further, it has an inclusive definition of family allowing workers, for exam-
ple, to take sick days to care for an ill domestic partner. This is perhaps the best example of 
a family-friendly reform that works for families of all incomes.
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Fills a gap: Pass 

Currently, workers with the least access to employer-provided paid sick days are low-
income workers, but paid sick days are far from universal. Significant numbers of moderate 
and higher-income workers currently go without paid sick days as well: less than a quarter 
of workers in the lowest wage quartile and two-thirds in the highest-earning quartile have 
paid sick days.355

Furthermore, many workers who have paid sick days cannot use that time to care for a sick 
child or other family member. Enacting legislation that affirms paid sick days can be used 
by workers for their own illness or to take care of a family member will offer an important 
new benefit to a wide range of workers.

Childcare subsidies

The United States has no national childcare system. Families with young children and 
those who need before- or after-school care must find care on the private market. The 
federal government, however, does provide subsidies for some families to make childcare 
more affordable. These subsidies are administered through the Child Care Development 
Block Grant Fund and funds from the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families program 
that are used for childcare, alongside funds provided by states to help families with child-
care expenses. In addition, Head Start programs often are included in childcare programs, 
but because the goal of that program is primarily educational, the care provided does 
not necessarily fit with parent’s work schedule. (There are tax credits and pretax savings 
programs available as mentioned earlier, but since these are not subsidies for child care 
programs, we do not address them here.)

The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act pumped an additional $2 billion into 
the Child Care Development Block Grant Fund program on top of the $2.1 billion of 
discretionary funding for 2009 authorized by the regular federal budget appropriations 
process.356 These funds are administered by the states, which have considerable leeway 
in setting provider payment levels, parent co-payment levels, income eligibility require-
ments, and regulation of programs. Typically, to be eligible for childcare subsidies, a fam-
ily has to have earnings below the median income of the state, but there is wide variation 
in what the threshold is. 

Case in point: In an analysis of 10 states’ eligibility rules for childcare subsidies, research-
ers found that a single-parent family with two children must have income that is 85 per-
cent of the federal policy threshold in Texas, or about $1,176 per month, compared to 250 
percent of that threshold, or $3,458 per month, in the District of Columbia.357 Moreover, 
most families who are eligible do not receive the benefit. In the same analysis of 10 states, 
in no state did more than half of those eligible receive the subsidy.358
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Low childcare subsidy levels not only limit the availability of affordable childcare, but 
they limit the pay and benefits of the childcare providers.359 These jobs are dispropor-
tionately held by women and often women of color who fall into the low-income or 
middle income group.

Universal coverage: Fail

Child Care Development Block Grant funds are targeted to low-income families. Few 
middle-income families, and virtually no professional-managerial families, receive childcare 
subsidies even though they, too, often face challenges finding and affording quality childcare.

Bargaining power: N/A

Unlike employer-provided childcare, which tends to be structured so that it is more 
heavily used by managers and professionals, a government subsidy for childcare is not 
dependent upon the bargaining power of the parent because this is not provided by the 
employer. The relevant question is whether there is sufficient political will to fully fund 
childcare programs or expand them to cover all families.

Family structure: Pass

Child Care Development Block Grant funds do not exclude eligibility based on family 
structure. However, because the thresholds for receipt are often very low, single-parent 
families are more likely, in general, to qualify since they have low incomes, even though 
the eligibility thresholds adjust for family size and structure. 

Fills a gap: Fail

Subsidies are only available to a minority of eligible families because of a lack of funding. 
Further, the childcare subsidy program—by design—leaves out most middle-income 
families even though they often have problems affording safe and enriching childcare. This 
artificial policy divide between the poor and the missing middle can be a potent source 
of class frustration and anger. In addition, no subsidies are available to professionals or 
managers, which further undercuts political support for the program. 

Constructing an effective coalition to enact family friendly reforms 

One key to avoiding unsavory carve-outs is to construct a policy agenda that taps into the 
passions surrounding work-family conflict and inspires American families at all income 
levels to persuade their representatives in Congress to support policy initiatives that 
address work-family conflict. To connect with the voters—and to build a viable legislative 
coalition—progressives need to ensure that their work-family proposals are assessed in 
terms of their appeal to Americans in different parts of the income spectrum.360 

This section provides a new approach to policy analysis designed to aid this process. One 
element of this approach is to break down the effects any given policy proposal will have 
on different income groups. Table 4 provides an example. 
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This kind of data is useful to help public officials connect with constituents around work-
family issues. Such data can help legislators understand why some existing work-family 
proposals do not help them connect with voters. For instance, if a member of Congress 
represents significant numbers of professional-managerial women, a program focused on 
childcare subsidies that are available only to the poor and paid FMLA worker benefits that 
professional-managerial workers typically already have through their employers will not 
necessarily capture the imagination of constituents. 

Table 4 suggests initiatives with cross-class appeal, particularly when this data is com-
bined both with other information provided in this report, and with preliminary qualita-
tive research by Lake Research Associates, funded by the Rockefeller Family Fund. That 
research compared the responses of focus groups of professional-managerial women 
with annual incomes between $100,000 and $200,000, and middle-income women 
with annual incomes between $34,000 and $92,000 to various messages and data about 
work-family conflict.

These various sources of information provide the basis for a new assessment of various 
existing and proposed policy initiatives, specifically:

Table 4

An all-American family-friendly political coalition

Cross-income appeal of various work-family policies

Policy proposal
Low income 

(Below $34,520)
Middle income 

($34,520- $109,693 [90th percentile])

Professionals
($101,300 and above, with a family 

member with a college degree)

Paid sick days that can be used for 
care of sick children1

77 percent lack paid sick days; 89 percent 
cannot take days off for sick children

38 percent to 48 percent lack paid sick days; 
64 percent to 69 percent cannot take days off 
for sick children

31 percent lack paid sick days; 57 percent 
cannot take days off to care for sick children 

Right to request flexibility2 68 percent cannot choose starting and 
stopping times; 54 percent cannot change 
those times

59 percent to 62 percent cannot choose 
starting and stopping times; 47 to 50 percent 
cannot change those times

38 percent cannot choose starting and 
stopping times; 30 percent cannot change 
those times

Part-time parity: proportional pay 
and benefits for part-time work

(Statistics reflect percentages in 
part-time work)3

Married parents: 
17 percent of mothers
8 percent of fathers 

Married, no children:
14 percent of wives, 8 percent of husbands 
19 percent of single mothers

Married parents: 
21 percent of mothers
3 percent of fathers

Married, no children:
14 percent of wives, 4 percent of husbands 
7 percent of single mothers 

Married parents: 
21 percent of mothers
2 percent of fathers

Married, no children:
12 percent of wives, 3 percent of husbands
8 percent of single mothers

Current childcare government 
subsidies for children under age 64

Center-based care: 30.3 percent

In-home care centers: 15.5 percent

Relative care: 3.7 percent

Center-based care: 5 percent

In-home care centers: 2.7 percent

Relative care: 5.5 percent

Center-based care: 0.3 percent

In-home care centers: 0.5 percent

Relative care: 2.9 percent

Paid maternity leave5 18 percent have paid maternity leave 
through short-term disability 

38 percent to 47 percent have paid maternity 
leave through short-term disability percent

59 percent have paid maternity leave 
through short-term disability

Sources: (1) Vicky Lovell, “No Time to Be Sick: Why Everyone Suffers When Workers Don’t Have Paid Sick Leave” (Washington, Institute for Women’s Policy Research, 2004); (2) Jody Heymann, The Widening Gap: Why 
America’s Working Families are in Jeopardy—and What Can Be Done About It (New York: Basic Books, 2000); (3) Heather Boushey and Jeff Chapman’s analysis of Miriam King, et. al., Minnesota Population Center, 
Integrated Public Use Microdata Series, Current Population Survey: Version 2.0. [Machine-readable database] (2009); (4) Heather Boushey and Ben Zipperer’s analysis of the Center for Economic and Policy Research 
extracts of the Survey of Income and Program Participation, 2004 panel; (5) Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Employee Benefits Survey: Insurance Benefits” (2009). 
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• Paid sick days
• The right to request flexibility
• Part-time parity

We’ll know examine the political potency of these three policy initiatives.

Paid sick days

Offering a minimum number of paid sick days to all Americans will benefit, very roughly, 
three-quarters of the poor, nearly half of middle-income, and one-third of professional-
managerial Americans, according to Table 1. In addition, both focus groups responded 
strongly to facts indicating that 41 percent of working parents say they have missed medi-
cal appointments or delayed treatments for their children because they could not get 
away from work, and that employees who come to work when they are sick cost employ-
ers $180 million a year.361

Paid sick days seems promising as a work-family initiative, and, in fact, has garnered a lot 
of support—along with opposition from the business community. In addition, other poli-
cies initiatives that have received a lot less attention appear to have significant potential for 
building a powerful work-family coalition.

The right to request flexibility

Table 1 suggests that Americans throughout the income spectrum would benefit from a 
bill, modeled on legislation in the United Kingdom and introduced in the 111th Congress 
in the House by Rep. Carolyn Maloney (D-NY)—the Working Families Flexibility Act, 
H.R. 1274—to give Americans the right to request a change in their work schedules with-
out retaliation. The proposed legislation does not require employers to grant such requests, 
but they would have to give a reason if they deny a request.

Table 1 shows that, rounding the relevant figures, roughly 70 percent of low-income, 
60 percent of middle-income, and 40 percent of professionals cannot now change their 
starting and stopping times and so would benefit from the right to request. In focus groups, 
both middle-income and professional-managerial women responded well to phrases that 
included the terms “flexibility” and “family friendly.” 

Part-time parity

Table 1 shows that contrary to conventional wisdom professional mothers are not the 
only ones who work part time. In fact, middle-income mothers in two-parent families are 
slightly more likely than professional women to work part time. Poor married mothers are 



What all Americans need  |  www.americanprogress.org  71

less likely to work part time, yet low-income couples without children are about as likely 
as more affluent married mothers to work part time. Women in the middle-income focus 
group responded positively to the message that part timers should get benefits propor-
tional to the hours they work.

Moreover, low-income workers, men as well as women, often can find only part-time jobs 
with reduced wages and no benefits, when what they want is full time work. They, too, 
would be benefited if part-time jobs carried proportional benefits. In addition, prohibiting 
a decrease in wages for part-time work would benefit middle-income workers. Recall dur-
ing the 1997 United Parcel Service Strike, before which part timers were paid only $11 per 
hour, compared to the $20 perhour wage rate paid to full timers.362 Part-time parity may 
well have potential to appeal to a broad range of voters.

Shaping family-friendly reforms

This kind of information should help progressives to shape family-friendly reforms so they 
will appeal to Americans at different spots on the social spectrum—and should help pro-
gressives assess whether an effective coalition can be formed to support passage of a given 
policy proposal. This is not to say that the best policy, in every context, provides identical 
benefits to every income group: self-interest is a powerful—but not the only—motiva-
tor. If a policy proposal does not offer many—or any—benefits to a given group, then 
the challenge is to find an alternative way to inspire that group to participate actively in a 
coalition in support of the proposal.

The kind of information presented in Table 1 also can help advocates and policymakers 
spot a key pitfall highlighted by this report—if a government program offers subsidies or 
other benefits to low-income but not middle-income Americans, then class resentments 
may result. These resentments can make a given policy more difficult to enact and then 
undercut support after enactment.

Moreover, in some circumstances, class resentments can undermine the larger progressive 
agenda by driving American politics to the right. This is not to say that easy answers exist. 
A key challenge is that crucial benefit programs such as childcare subsidies are perpetually 
underfunded, which may make it logical in some contexts to limit recipients to the most 
needy. The key point, rarely acknowledged, is that this strategy entails significant political 
costs both in the short and the long term.

A final point concerns messaging. Lake Research Associates found that different income 
groups found different messages persuasive. Professional-managerial women, but not mid-
dle-income ones, responded strongly to language that stressed that family-flexible policies 
are good for business. Among professional women, the “good for business” framing was a 
slam dunk, but that message did not play as well among middle-income women. 
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Further research is needed to ascertain whether this shows the slam-dunk message for 
all income groups has not yet been identified, which is likely given the novelty of this 
new approach to policy analysis, or whether no single message unites this group. But one 
finding was clear: the “good for business” message that played among professional women 
was not very appealing to women in the middle. This suggests the need for broad public 
outreach, with different messages targeted to different groups. 

Middle-income women responded more strongly than professional women to a fair-
ness frame, such as that derived from Joan Williams’s forthcoming book, Reshaping the 
Work-Family Debate: Why Men and Class Matter. That message frame stressed that people 
who “work hard, pay taxes, and play by the rules” deserve “a decent wage and minimum 
level of benefits,” including sick days and benefits proportional to the hours worked. The 
part-time parity message held particular resonance with this group. Professional women 
did not connect with this message frame. They felt it was too emotional, and found the 
reference to paying taxes confusing. These represent important differences.

But in this preliminary research, both groups of women felt that what was really needed 
was mutual respect between employers and employees. Both groups felt their lives lacked 
balance, and that the current economy makes it necessary to prioritize work, often at the 
expense of family. Neither group responded strongly to the phrase “guaranteed minimum,” 
and both groups had mixed and often negative reactions to a government role in the 
economy, jobs, and expanded workplace benefits. Yet focus group participants reported 
high levels of support for the Family and Medical Leave Act. Again, Americans hate gov-
ernment “interference”—until it becomes a cherished “right.”



Conclusion  |  www.americanprogress.org  73

Conclusion

Progressives are well aware that incomes in the United States diverged sharply in recent 
decades, leading to sharp differences in everyday life, with profound implications for 
American politics. The premise of this report is that progressives need to understand, in a 
fine-grained way, what everyday life looks like for everyday Americans—and how those 
experiences differ across income levels.

Work-family issues involve deep and powerful sentiments: whether a man feels he is meet-
ing his obligations as a father, whether a husband can care for his ailing wife—and whether 
ordinary Jane has to stay up doing laundry until 10:00 p.m., and then drag herself out of 
bed to start making breakfasts and lunches at 5:00 a.m. Exhaustion, aspiration, fears—that 
one’s children are not safe, that one’s family will fall out of the middle class, that one’s job 
is so voracious it will corrode family life. These are the powerful emotions that surround 
work-family conflict and the politics that stem from it. 

These powerful sentiments can fuel Americans’ sense that the government can help them 
address the day-to-day problems they face—or they can confirm the widespread sense 
that government is ineffective, and uninterested in their everyday problems. That’s why 
work-family conflict remains—largely unnoticed—a key driver of American politics. This 
report is meant to help progressives tap the powerful sentiments surrounding work-family 
conflict to move towards progressive solutions and a progressive politics.
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Data and method appendix

We use two government surveys to conduct the analysis in this report. For data on income 
trends, family structure, and hours of work, we use data from the Current Population 
Survey Annual Social and Economic Supplement for the late 1970s (1977, 1978, and 1979) 
and the late 2000s (2006, 2007, and 2008). This analysis was conducted with the help of 
Jeff Chapman using the extracts prepared by Miriam King, Steven Ruggles, Trent Alexander, 
Donna Leicach, and Matthew Sobek.363 For data on childcare usage and costs across, we use 
data from the 2004 panel of the Survey of Income and Program Participation, or SIPP. This 
analysis was conducted with the help of Ben Zipperer using the extracts prepared by the 
Center for Economic and Policy Research, available at www.ceprdata.org. 

For both surveys, the universe is families with an adult between the ages of 25 and 54. We 
divide families into three groups:

1. Low-income: Bottom one-third of families, by family income
2. Middle-income: From bottom one-third up to the professional/managerial class
3. Professional-managerial: Top 20 percent of families, by family income and at least one 

adult has at least a college degree

The CPS provides annual income and the analysis bases the income groups on primary 
family income. All dollar values are reported in 2008 dollars, adjusted for inflation using 
the Consumer Price Index Research Series available from the Bureau of Labor Statistics. 
We set full-time hours at 35 hours per week and part-time hours are anything between 1 
and 35 hours per week.

In our analysis using the CPS, the low-income group has family income below $34,520. 
The professional-managerial group has income at or above the 20th percentile, $101,300, 
but because families without an adult with a college degree are placed in the middle-
income group, only 13.4 percent of all families are in this grouping 2008. The middle 
income group has incomes between $34,520 and $864,772; the 90th percentile for this 
group is $109,683, which is what we report as the upper bound throughout the report. In 
2008, 53.3 percent of all families are in the middle-income group.

The SIPP provides information on child care in topical modules four and eight in the 2004 
panel. These topical modules cover February to May 2005 and June to September 2006. 

http://www.ceprdata.org
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Family income and work participation data come from the longitudinal waves that corre-
spond to these topical modules. The SIPP provides monthly income based on interviews 
asked every fourth month. Therefore, we estimate the family income groups based on the 
four-month average of monthly family income. Family income is for primary families and 
other household members are not counted when determining income group. 

Childcare is evaluated for all children in the mothers’ family under age 6, including her 
own children—adopted or biological—as well as any children for whom she is the guard-
ian—foster children, step-children, or other children. In general, childcare questions were 
asked of the mother if there was a child in the family; however, some respondents are men. 
These small number of observations were not included in this analysis.

Prior research using the SIPP has found that among working mothers, the majority —
around 80 percent—report using one of six kinds of childcare to care for their children 
under age 6: 

• Parental care—care by the child’s parent, guardian, or stepparent, either at work or at home
• Relative care—care by a relative of the child—including siblings 15 years or older— 

either in the child’s home or someplace else 
• In-home care center—care by a family daycare provider or by someone who is not a 

relative of the child away from the child’s home. 
• Nanny or sitter care—care by someone who is not a relative of the child in the child’s 

own home.
• Center-based care or preschool—care in a center-based care center, nursery or pre-

school, or Head Start program.
• Self or sibling care—child either cares for his or herself or is cared for by a sibling 

under age 15.

The analysis of the kind of child care parents use includes all six kinds of care used for the 
first five children in the household under age 6. Self care was too small to report findings for. 

The values reported in this report are probabilities estimated from logit regressions, based 
on the method used by Heather Boushey and Joseph Wright.364 The kind of childcare used 
is the dependent variable (available from the author on request) and the model includes 
demographic characteristics and income and employment-related characteristics of the 
mother. The variables included are (with omitted variables in parentheses): age (18- to 
25-year-olds), educational attainment (less than high school grad), race (white), hours 
worked (less than 20 per week), household status (married), household income (bottom 
20 percent), and year (2004). 

After estimating the logit regression models, we estimate the predicted probability of having 
a particular type of childcare arrangement by conducting simulations that calculate a dis-
tribution of expected values of the predicted probabilities. For example, we calculate 1,000 
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expected values of the probability of having formal care as first differences (different from 
the omitted variable). We set all other explanatory variables at their mean value. This simula-
tion provides us with a substantively meaningful assessment, using controls, of the effect of 
certain individual characteristics on the probability of having a particular type of childcare. 

Overall, less than one-third of children are in more than one kind of childcare arrangement 
each week. Because any one mother can have more than one child, and therefore use more 
than one kind of childcare, the data were normalized to 100 percent.

The cost of childcare is the amount paid per week for the primary childcare arrangement 
across all the mother’s children under age 6 who have that kind of care. The values are all 
in March 2009 dollars and averages exclude mothers who did not pay for care.
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