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The Need and Challenge to Better Integrate
Work and Family Life in the 1
Twenty-First Century

Paula J. Dubeck

As the 1990s have progressed, increasing attention has been given to the
unprecedented changes that have transformed the nation’s social landscape
over the past three decades and that hold profound implications for twenty-
first-century America: the decline in high-paying manufacturing jobs, the
emergence of a service economy, women'’s taking advantage of higher edu-
cation opportunities, the rapid entry and continuous full-time participation
of married women with children in the labor force, corporate “downsizing,”
escalating divorce rates, changing perspectives on the welfare system, and
“the squeeze” for middle-aged women between child care and eldercare. In
this context, the long-standing assumption that work (economy) and family
are distinct spheres has been challenged, as these competing forces disrupt
and question the legitimacy of what was perceived to be the “normal” or
“usual” ways of doing things.

Among the many societal changes, the dramatic increase in women’s
employment has had pivotal effects. Not only have women entered the labor
force in unprecedented numbers, they also have stayed there. With increases
in educational attainment combined with legal changes and the enforcement
of new laws, women have sought and attained positions that have been
unavailable to them in the past. Further, gender-based barriers to opportuni-
ties have been challenged as the labor force experience of women has
increased while positions associated with such experience have not appeared
to open up. Other characteristics have distinguished the more recent pattern
of women'’s employment from the past. For example, having young children
has not resulted in women abandoning employment. Indeed, in 1990, nearly
59 percent of married women with children under the age of six were
employed, compared to only 19 percent in 1960; similarly, nearly 74 percent
of married women with school-age children were employed in 1990, com-
pared to 39 percent in 1960 (Mandelson 1996).

The changing patterns of women’s labor force participation have been
central in drawing attention to instjtutional arrangements as a focus of
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research. Our social institutions, as Bellah and colleagues note in The Good
Society (1991), give meaning and place to the individual. They link individ-
uals to the larger society and provide the framework for interpreting how
individual actions combine to serve the broader social good or need. Yet with
the changing patterns of employment for women, traditional institutional
arrangements are proving unworkable. The rules and norms that governed
traditional family arrangements often appear not to “make sense.” As Bellah
et al. (1991) repeatedly point out, the narrow specifications of roles can not
respond to the complexity of issues that have emerged within the new social
context.

Equally important, in the 1990s it has become clear that the institutional
patterns that characterize the changing economy are playing an increasing
role in framing the issues families face. As a result, scholarly inquiry, which
traditionally has posed questions that imply separation of these two spheres,
is recast in terms of the explicit interdependence between work and family.

Finally, scholars are being challenged to examine a number of work and
family issues through a lens that incorporates the intersection of gender, race,
and class. These analyses bring to the forefront the complexity of our current
society and the context in which emerging institutional arrangements must
respond in the future. Not only are “traditional family visions” no longer effec-
tively meeting the needs of individuals and families in society, but their “ide-
alization” also hinders a careful examination of the alternative forms of fam-
ily life that have emerged in response to the needs of various subgroups. To
the extent that these forms are responses to competing work and family pres-
sures, they serve as possible ways for restructuring institutional arrangements
in society. An investigation into and discussion about their functioning is
essential for understanding the needs of a complex and changing society.

It was with these issues in mind that the Kunz Center for the Study of Work
and Family organized the conference, Agenda for the 21st Century Labor
Force, held in Cincinnati, Ohio, in November 1996. There were a number of
premises underlying the focus of the conference. First, we, as a society, can-
not “go back” to embrace the family arrangements of the past, but neither do
we have an effective set of institutional arrangements that will serve us well
in the future. Second, there is a need for a shift in the frameworks we use to
address current issues relating to work and family. Third, it is not just the fam-
ily that must respond to change; rather, the economy—in this case, employ-
ers—must be cognizant that significant labor force changes, particularly the
role of women and the work and family interface, will affect their fortunes as
they define their place in a global economy. Finally, policymakers in gov-
ernment and corporations have a responsibility to grapple with these issues
in order to develop informed policy affecting work and family.

A number of distinguished authors were invited to participate in the con-
ference to address issues that emerged from changes mentioned above and
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to set the stage for a discussion of what we as a society must consider from
this point forward. Others presented research on alternative strategies that
seek to respond to the changing relationship between work and family.
Except for the piece by Daly and Dienhart, all of the chapters included in this
volume were selected from presentations at that conference.

ORGANIZATION OF THE VOLUME

We have organized the chapters in this volume into three parts. In Part II,
Present Realities: Setting the Stage, authors provide an overview of the cur-
rent context in which a dialogue about the family, work, and their interde-
pendence take place. Chapter 2, by Kathleen Gerson, provides an overview
of the current state and future prospects for family structure and gender rela-
tions. She argues that the lack of change in structures in work and other pub-
lic institutions has created difficult dilemmas for both men and women and
that solutions to these personal dilemmas will require fundamental changes
in the structure of the twenty-first-century work place.

In Chapter 3, Michael Wallace grapples with issues associated with cor-
porate “downsizing,” including constraints on the corporation and costs
imposed upon the worker. In discussing job creation he examines the con-
tingent labor force and the changing value of a college degree. In looking
toward the future, he discusses “growth” occupations over the next decade
in terms of the working conditions and standard of living they are likely to
provide American workers.

Drawing on a similar theme, Harriet Presser, in Chapter 4, discusses the
demand for nonstandard work schedules that can be expected at the turn of
the century. Pressures for this demand include the growth of the service
economy, the employment of women, and the aging of the population.
Presser then addresses the implications of nonstandard work schedules for
family life.

In the final chapter in this section, Maxine Baca-Zinn critiques the family
values debate. She asserts that in ignoring the changing economic and social
conditions that today’s families encounter, the “traditional family values”
approach also limits our understanding of the structure of today’s family.
Using three current perspectives—feminist, political economy, and family
demography—Baca-Zinn incorporates elements of each to bring a better
understanding of the structure of today’s family. The Latino family serves as
an example to illustrate the issues that emerge in the family today.

Part lll, Work and Family Adaptations in a Changing Context, explores
approaches to work and family that reflect the complexity of today’s society.
In Chapter 6, Marilyn Fernandez and Kwang Chung Kim analyze employ-
ment and income for minority and white dual-earner couples. In document-
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ing different patterns in employment and earnings for different minority
groups, they argue the need to broaden the scope of discussion about
minorities in American society beyond the traditional biracial (black/white)
framework. Rather, a multiracial framework is needed so that attention can
be paid to the variations in minority family adaptation in the current econ-
omy.

A different form of adaptation is discussed in Chapter 7 by Phyllis H.
Raabe in her research on part-time managers as a strategy to combine fam-
ily and career. Her research on part-time managers in the Federal Civil Ser-
vice examines both the advantages and costs, which represent competing
“tugs” of career and family experienced by persons in such positions. The
need for a supportive supervisor underscores the social dynamic needed to
provide the underpinnings of a successful structural change.

A different approach to the changing nature of the economy is provided
in Chapter 8, Andrew Perrin’s study of the social impact of downsizing for a
community. While the number of jobs lost is regularly reported in accounts
of downsizing, a neglected concern is the loss of “social capital” for a com-
munity. Perrin elaborates on the loss of social capital in terms of community
leadership, the emotional costs on workers, and the narrowing perceptions
of “political possibility” for change.

Chapter 9 presents the complexity of work and family changes by explor-
ing the social and contingent nature of fathers’ involvement with children.
Kerry Daly and Anna Dienhart extend the framework for examining father
involvement in parenting to one that is co-constructed with mother involve-
ment. Further, time emerges as the medium through which parenting is con-
structed and negotiated. In approaching father involvement with children as
a negotiated phenomenon, the authors lay ground for a framework that
incorporates the internal dynamics and external constraints on parenting.

In Part IV, the final section of the book, New Considerations for the
Twenty-First Century, authors examine timely issues that have important
implications for employment and family well-being in the coming decade.
In Chapter 10, Toby Parcel explores the implications of the new (1997) wel-
fare reform for women and families. By carefully examining the transition
from welfare to work for women over time, she highlights the complexity of
both the transition and the implications for child well-being. In addition, she
recommends steps states might take to assist families in making the transition
from welfare to work.

Chapter 11, by George Farkas and colleagues, focuses on the preparation
of future members of the work force. Examining the essential need for the
ability to read for someone to become a productive member of society,
Farkas et al. present the challenge of bringing elementary school students to
grade-level reading by third grade. The authors discuss the present four ele-
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ments that add incrementally to bringing students up to grade-level reading
by the third grade.

A different work force issue—women’s entry into management and pro-
motion opportunities—is addressed by David Maume in Chapter 12. Using
the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID), Maume examines the promo-
tion opportunities for college-educated women. He is exploring factors that
could account for the “glass ceiling” effect in management. His findings sug-
gest that women managers in traditionally female jobs have appreciably
fewer chances to move up in the organization, compared to those in tradi-
tionally male jobs, and that women have not benefited from employment in
the public sector. The results provide thought-provoking considerations for
career choices by women in managerial ranks.

A related issue, availability of employee health benefits, is examined in
Chapter 13 by Lisa Cubbins. In particular, Cubbins examines how women
and minorities have fared given changes in labor market conditions that
affect employer-paid health insurance. Both race and gender have significant
effects on the receipt of such benefits. Further, the same effects are found in
1989 and 1995, suggesting stable patterns of difference in employer-paid
health insurance for men and women, and for whites and for minorities.

The final chapter in Part IV, Chapter 14 by Judy Singleton, focuses on an
increasingly urgent issue for middle-aged adults: the need to care for depen-
dent elderly family members. Singleton summarizes a number of the job-
related problems of employed caregivers, as well as the related strains and
conflicts that are felt at home. The situation poses a significant issue for
employers because of their need to retain an experienced work force. In light
of this increasing need, policies and services that are present today or
needed in the future are reviewed.

In PartV, Dana Vannoy offers some thoughtful conclusions related to the
chapters included here and challenges us to search for new institutional
arrangements promoting good family relationships as well as high produc-
tivity.

A FINAL COMMENT

The Agenda for the 21st Century Labor Force Conference proved to be a fer-
tile ground for the exchange of information and ideas concerning the work
and family interface in the coming decades. The premises associated with the
need for new institutional arrangements for and between work and family
provided a stimulating and challenging format from which to start the dis-
cussion. It is our hope that the selections included in this book provide the
reader with information and ideas to help in the process of rethinking and



