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gether each person spent about five hours providing us with the
information that informs this book. We also want to thank the four
couples whose stories we highlight in this book. They were kind

enough to let us into their lives and to share with us their private con-
cerns.

We also want to thank the funding agencies and institutions that
supported this project. More specifically, we would not have been able
to carry out this project without the generous funding of the National
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Wellesley College Center for Research on Women, the Henry A.
Murray Research Center at Radcliffe College, and Dean Brent Baker
of the College of Communication at Boston University.

The authors also want to thank the dedicated interviewing team:
Carol Anello, Joyce Buni, Lillian Coltin, Connie Festo, Carla Fink,
Lorraine McMullin, Pam Miller, Jennifer Rochow, Rosalind Sandler,
and Kathryn Wheeler. Many thanks also for statistical help by Nell
Ma’lut, Elizabeth Haynes and Edith Replogle of Harvard College
and for research and interviewing by Rick Jurgens of the Graduate
Journalism Program at Boston University.

Thanks are due to Nancy L. Marshall for her many contribu-
tions to the project, to Martha C. Sherman, and especially to Yu-Chu
Shen for their careful assistance with the data analyses.

Finally, we want to thank our husbands, Nat Durlach and Alan
Lupo, tor their untailing support and help.
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The Stucly

The Adult
Lives Project

P R E F A C E

This book is based in great part on the re-
sults of a study funded by a four-year,
I million-dollar grant from the National

Institutes of Mental Health (NIMH) to
Rosalind C. Barnett at the Wellesley Col-

lege Center for Research on Women. It
was designed to identity the stresstul as
well as the rewarding aspects of the lives of
full-time-employed two-earner couples.
The study was conducted in two
communities in the greater Boston area,
chosen because they have a high propor-
tion of two-earner couples and a wide di-
versity of income and occupations. This 1s
not a study of an elite group. While one-
third of the group had college degrees and
one-third had some graduate training or a
graduate degree, one-third had only a
high school diploma. At the beginning of
the study, the average age for the men was
thirty-five; for the women, thirty-four.
We used a two-stage process to de-
velop the sample for the study. First we
identified all possible two-earner couples
using town-census lists and screened
them for eligibility. The pool of possible
two-earner couples included all those with
a male between twenty-five and forty
years old who was living with a female of
a similar age. We then screened the cou-
ples to be sure that they were married to
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each other as well as both employed full time, both sutticiently com-
fortable with English (so that we could interview them), and both 1n
their respective roles (employee, spouse, parent) for at least three
months prior to being interviewed.

From an original pool of 1,058 couples, we identified 442 who
were eligible and who could be interviewed within the specified in-
terviewing period. Sixty-eight percent of these couples agreed to par-
ticipate. And ninety-two percent of the couples stayed in the study for
all three interviews.

Centering the study in one geographic area in no way lessens its
impact or scientific validity. In fact, most major social science studies
are conducted in this way. The famous Middletown studies were
done in Muncie, Indiana. The major federal ongoing study of

heart disease, the Framingham Heart Study, was done in one region
of the Metro West area of Boston. Studies are routinely done 1n this
way because, after long experience, there 1s no evidence that having a
broad geographic range makes any significant difference.

What about those who say that because the pace of life in the
urban Northeast 1s faster and more hectic than 1n other, more rural
parts of the country, people living in our area experience more stress
and therefore are unrepresentative of Americans as a whole? It may be
that the level of distress 1s higher in the Northeast than elsewhere. But
the important question from our point of view 1s not about the ab-
solute level of distress, but about how certain aspects of people’s lives
relate to distress. If, for example, certain job conditions are associated
with high distress among the men and women in our Boston-area
sample, there is no reason to think that the same job conditions would
not be related to distress among dual-earner couples in other parts of
the country.

Studies done in a wide geographic area may, in fact, be less reli-
able than those done in a more controlled area with proper scientific
methods. For example, if a national magazine sends a questionnaire
to its readers and gets 50,000 replies from across the country, the study
would not be considered scientifically valid because there 1s no way to
know if its sample is representative. It 1s usually prohibitively expen-
sive to set up a major, ongoing study on a wide geographic basis. In a
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more controlled area, you can more easily set up a random sample,
which gives you a valid base. In our study, for example, a/l the couples
in the area who fit our criteria were selected trom the voung lists.
They were then assigned random numbers, and letters went out on
the basis of those numbers. So we can be reasonably sure there was no
bias in the selection.

Having our subjects in an accessible geographic area also al-
lowed us to exert great control over our interviewers, to train them
intensively, and to do lengthy interviews over a two-year period. The
sequential interviews gave us a chance to examine issues at more than
one point in time. With three sets of interviews at three different
times, we were 1n a good position to look at how changes in people’s
lives atfect their mental and physical health.

Each subject in the random sample of 600 people was asked the
same set of questions in the same order, and the interviews covered
many aspects of their lives: their feelings about their roles at home
and at work; their mental and physical health; their smoking, eating,
and drinking habits; their education; their financial situation; their at-
titudes toward men’s and women’s gender roles; and how often they
feel angry at home and at work. Before each interview, subjects com-
pleted a questionnaire covering additional aspects of their jobs and
their personal medical histories.

In this book, we primarily focus on those portions of the inter-
views dealing with our subjects’ feelings about their roles as workers,
partners, and, when applicable, parents. At the onset of the study, 60
percent of the couples had children; 40 percent did not.

The overall aim of the study was to learn how the quality of
women’s and men’s experiences in these three major social roles re-
lated to their experiences of mental and physical distress. Role quality
was defined as the balance between the rewards and the concerns the
person experienced in the role. For each role, we asked the men and
women in the study to think about the role as it was at the time, not as
they wished it was, and tell us how rewarding and how much of a
concern were each of a set of specific aspects of that role. Regarding
their jobs, for example, subjects were asked how rewarding is “doing
work you consider significant” and how much of a concern 1s “limited
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opportunity for professional or career development.” With respect to
the marital role, sample questions asked how rewarding 1s “enjoying
the same activities” and how much of a concern is “your partner being
critical of you.” For the parent role, subjects were asked, for example,
how rewarding is “seeing your children mature and change” and how
much of a concern 1s “your having too many arguments and conflicts
with them.”

Scores on the rewards and concerns were combined so that each
woman and man received a score reflecting their overall subjective
experience. These scores could vary from negative to positive. If the
concerns outweighed the rewards, the score was negative; if the re-
wards outweighed the concerns, the score was positive. We then re-
lated these role-quality scores to various indicators of physical and
mental distress.

We also conducted in-depth, open-ended interviews with four
working couples. This allowed us to supplement the research data
and 1t gave us a chance to explore in greater depth the special circum-
stances of our subjects’ lives and how they were coping with them.
These voices also flesh out the data that 1s the center of the study.
Numbers can draw a picture for us, but only human emotions and
human lives can provide the colors, shades, and richness to create a
true portrait.
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Ozzie and
Harriet
Are Dead

CH A PTE R 1

The new American family is alive and
well.

Both partners are employed full
time, and according to the latest research,
the family they create is one in which all
members are thriving: often happier,
healthier, and more well-rounded than
the family of the 1950s.

That’s the message of this new, myth-
shattering study of such couples, funded
by a 1 million-dollar grant from the Na-
tional Institutes of Mental Health. Our
study shows that the full-time-employed,
dual-earner couple is a success. It is an ex-
cellent fit with today’s economic reali-
ties. The men and women are doing well,
emotionally and physically, and the chil-
dren are thriving. This is not to say that
families don’t face many problems; but
on the whole, the news about the two-
career couple today is very good indeed:

* The women are not experiencing
the high depression and anxiety
rates characteristic of women in the
1950s—and while they have busy
lives and often feel stressed, they are
in very good health overall.

® The men with whom they are part-
nered are not the distant, work-

obsessed fathers of the 1950s, who
often felt wistful about their lack of



connection to their children; if they are fathers, they are closely
involved with all aspects of their children’s care.

* Both men and women report that their relationships with their
children are close and warm, and they are generally satisfied
with the jobs they are doing as parents.

* They know their children are facing the many pressures of a
fast-moving, mobile society—drugs, violence, AIDS, and a
competitive, uncertain job market in which the need to acquire
skills means economic survival and creates pressures to get into
good schools and do well there. They worry about their chil-
dren, but not obsessively.

* Because they have two full incomes that help buffer them against
the terrible wrenches of a changing economy, they do not feel
the gut-wrenching vulnerability of standing at the edge of a
precipice, ready at any second to topple off the cliff if a company
downsizes or relocates. The terrible anxiety of economic uncer-
tainty that can cause so many tensions in families is eased by two
incomes, and the health of two-earner couples is bolstered as a
result.

* Two-income couples are most often pictured in the media as
hard-charging yuppies, but in our sample, both partners seem
very much invested in family life. While they often enjoy their
jobs and get a health boost from being involved with productive
work, they understand that the implicit contract Americans
used to expect from their employers—Iifetime security in ex-
change for loyal and productive service—is gone, perhaps for-
ever. Both men and women are committed to working, and
what happens on the job is critical to their health. Nonetheless,
most see their families as the center of their emotional lives.

But all this good news is too often obscured by a veritable tide of
gloom and doom about the modern family, and by a nostalgic longing
for a past that no longer exists: the heyday of Ozzie and Harriet, the
breadwinner father and the homemaker mom.

This book, we hope, will help to dull the nostalgic glow and

bring a sense of reality and optimism to our view of the present. The
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two-earner couple that has become the norm today is a success story,
and the adults and the children within 1t are thriving. We could do a
lot more, as a society, to ensure their health and happiness if we
stopped viewing the two-income family as a tailed or aberrant life-
style. For that to happen, we have to see past the fog of the 1950s and
dim the wattage on the images from that era that engage us yet.

They dance through our heads—smiling, dashing oft snappy
one-liners, and solving problems in the blink of an eye—and it is hard
to ignore them. Ozzie and Harriet Nelson, Ward and June Cleaver,
and Carol and Mike Brady—with their seemingly limitless brood—
are with us still. Even though 1t has been a long time since their first
incarnations in the television sitcoms of the 1950s and 1960s, their im-
ages assault us in endless reruns on cable. At almost every hour of
every day around the world, someone 1s watching Beaver struggle
over problems with his math homework, or seeing David and Ricky
Nelson bickering or Marcia Brady brooding about a date for the prom.

This omnipresence might only be a minor problem—Iike the
advertising jingle that gets stuck in your head—until you realize how
much politics, how many ponderous papers from how many think
tanks, how much social policy, and how many personal decisions are
based on a world that never existed in the first place.

For even as Ozzie and Harriet and their peers reigned supreme
over the realm of television, the world they were supposed to reflect
was slipping away—and that world was never as vast as we assumed.
We tend to think that all mothers in those days were baking cookies
in their shiny new kitchens, happily domestic. But studies show that
by 1960, 19 percent of mothers with children under six were in the
workforce, along with 31 percent of those with children between six
and seventeen.' At the very time that the sitcom families were bur-
rowing into our subconscious, their real-life counterparts were al-
ready starting to fossilize.

Today the so-called “traditional” family, with the breadwinner
father and the stay-at-home mother, accounts for less than 3 percent
of American families. The number of two-income couples has sky-
rocketed in the last decade from 20.5 million to about 31 million. By
the mid-1990s, about 60 percent of all married couples were two-
earner couples. In 1990, 40 percent of families had full-time-employed
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husbands and wives, up from 32 percent in 1980, and that percentage
1s expected to climb.” The graph above shows the dramatic way in
which the face of the American workforce has changed.

The couples in our study were typical Americans, not some ex-
otic breed. They were largely white and middle or working class; this
book is not a picture of the urban poor or the underclass.

And while some critics may bemoan the fact that so many women
are employed, the women 1n our study are helping to make life for
their families, facing the uncertainty of the new global marketplace,
free of white-knuckle worry. Because these families in our study have
two full incomes, they are sheltered from some of the worst problems
in American society today. They don’t have to live in neighborhoods
wracked by lethal violence; they can afford, for the most part, to live
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in areas that have schools where guns and metal detectors are not part
of the curriculum. They are not plunged into chaos or poverty if one
partner loses a job; they do not have to depend on dwindling govern-
ment services for food or shelter. In a time when the social satety net is
rapidly shrinking, they are less likely to have to depend on it than
other Americans. They have the flexibility to change career patterns,
if need be. One partner can support the other if one has to go back to
school or get new skills training or take a drop i1n income to enter a
new field. They are less likely than single people or one-income fami-
lies to drop out of the middle class and slip into near-poverty as the
economy lurches from one extreme to another.

The dual-earner family offers economic stability, protection
against financial disaster, and often offers both adults and children a
close-knit, cooperative family style in which all members take an ac-
tive part in keeping the household running. Men and women some-
times feel there isn’t enough time in the day, that what drops off the
map 1s personal and leisure time, and that they would trade job ad-
vancement for more time to manage their busy lives. But most would
not trade their lifestyle for the Ozzie and Harriet one that gave
women fewer opportunities—and today would give both partners
much more economic vulnerability.

[s the two-earner lifestyle without problems? Of course not. No
family style plays out on one vast flood plain of joy and light. But this
book will puncture some of what has become the conventional wis-
dom about American families. We believe that we have to look at
families today through a prism of data and reality, not through the
lens of an exaggerated sunny past or the political prism of those who
believe the only family values worth promoting are those of a brief,
atypical era now past. Trying to examine today’s issues through those
outmoded lenses will bring us no solutions to current problems and
no understanding of what 1s really happening inside the American
family. In this book, we examine families as they actually are today.
These are some of the findings of our study and other cutting-edge
research, which we will examine in the chapters to come:

e Working women are in excellent health—far better than home-
makers—and are not getting sick from stress or dying from
heart disease.
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* American couples are cooperating in both work and parenting

in a style we call the collaborative couple—and teel good about

themselves and their lives.

* Working mothers are not destroying their children—in fact,
there 1s little ditference on any of the indices of child develop-
ment between children of working moms and those of at-home
mothers.

e Fatherhood has become more central to the lives of men in dual-
earner couples, and critical to their emotional health. More men
are willing to trade raises and promotions to spend time with
their families.

* Work 1s just as important to women'’s health and well-being as
1t 1S to men's.

® The so-called mommy track can be bad for a woman’s health.

® Marriage 1s just as central to men’s identity and sense of well-
being as it 1s to women’s.

* Gender-role ditferences are shrinking as men’s and women’s
lives become more alike.

* Men and women find exactly the same aspects of their jobs satis-
fying or distressing.

We tfound, in fact, that working couples are coping well with
many of the changes that have made the two-earner couple the Amer-
ican norm today. The couples themselves have proved much more
flexible than America’s corporate culture. The corporate world, stuck
in the mentality of the 1950s, too often still operates on the notion that
the American worker is a male with a wife at home to tend to all the
family issues. Workers today—be they men or women—are often in
a generational sandwich, facing problems with elderly parents and
young children at the same time. The stress that such couples feel is
often intensified by the rigidity of a corporate culture that for the
most part refuses to adopt family-friendly policies that could do won-
ders for the bottom line as well as improve employees’ quality of life.
In this book, we'll argue forcefully that the outdated corporate cul-
ture has to change for the good of both the American family and
American productivity.
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