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Parent Employment and
- Chaos in the Family

Rena Repetti and Shu-wen Wang

Urie Bronfenbrenner’s (1989) bioecological model recognizes that experiences
outside of the home can be important to child development. Such experiences
include those in environments that the child may never encounter directly, such
as the parent’s workplace. There is no question that parent employment is al-
most always a net benefit to the family. Jobs generally bring income, health
care, routines, sources of social support, and enhanced well-being, all of which
reduce or protect against chaotic elements in a child’s life. However, parents’
experiences in the workplace are not always uniformly advantageous; this chap-
ter focuses on employment experiences that can add to, or exacerbate, chaos in
the home. We begin with research that examines how psychosocial characteris-
tics of the workplace, particularly stressors, can affect family relationships. Job-
. related time commitments that can detract from a healthy family environment
 are considered next, followed by child-care arrangements and certain job ben-
efits, particularly paid leave, all of which are critical elements in the broader
context that shape how workplace experiences extend into the home. Finally,
we turn to the sometimes devastating impact that parental job loss and long-
term unemployment can have on families. Our chapter concludes with a con-
ceptual model that integrates key findings and promising directions for future
research.

Psychosocial Characteristics of the Workplace
The impact that jobs can have on physical and mental health (Kuper & Marmot,

2003; Repetti & Mittmann, 2004) is thought to also shape employees’ interactions
with family members (Crouter & Bumpus, 2001; Perry-Jenkins, Repetti, &
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Crouter, 2000). The research reviewed next points to the potential for work expe-
riences to introduce or exacerbate chaos in the family environment.

Overload and Social Stressors

Work overload occurs when heavy demands are placed on workers, that is, when
the number of tasks and responsibilities, and the pace at which they must be
completed, are elevated. Research suggests that work overload can have an
impact on the family via its influence on an employed parent’s energy, mood,
and behavior. One pattern of findings suggests that heavy demands for atten-
tion and energy in the workplace drain parents’ resources and detract from
their monitoring and supervision of children. For example, more time pressure
at work has been associated with less allocation of time to parenting and with
less knowledge of children’s whereabouts and activities (Bumpus, Crouter, &
McHale, 1999; Greenberger, O'Neil, & Nagel, 1994).

Repetti (1992) proposed that social withdrawal—a reduction in social in-
teractions and emotional responsiveness with family members that helps an
individual recuperate from high-stress workdays-—is one pathway through which
job stressors impact the parent—child relationship. In one study, mothers were
more withdrawn from their preschoolers on days when they reported greater
workload (Repetti & Wood, 1997a). Furthermore, mothers who reported experi-
encing more psychological distress were the most vulnerable to this daily effect.
In a daily report study of male air traffic controllers, fathers were less behavior-
ally and emotionally involved with their children on higher workload days
(Repetti, 1994). Though social withdrawal may be an adaptive short-term cop-
ing response, over time, chronic withdrawal may damage feelings of closeness
and gnaw at family cohesion (Repetti & Wood, 1997b).

The perception of work overload has also been linked with greater tension
and conflict and less warmth and acceptance in parents’ relationships with ado-
lescents (Galambos, Sears, Almeida, & Kolaric, 1995). In the mother—preschooler
study mentioned earlier, reports of aversive or impatient parent—child interac-
tions increased on higher workload days for mothers who endorsed more de-
pressive symptoms (Repetti & Wood, 1997a).

Negative interactions with supervisors and coworkers can lead to feelings
of frustration, anger, and discouragement that carry over from the workplace
into the home. In the mother—preschooler study, mothers were more withdrawn
on days of high interpersonal stress at work, an effect that was especially pro-
nounced for the women who reported more Type A behaviors (Repetti & Wood,
1997a). Researchers have also identified a “negative emotion spillover” response,
a short-term process in which negative emotions generated at work are ex-
pressed at home, increasing the likelihood of conflict in the family (e.g.,
Piotrkowski, 1979). In the air traffic controller study mentioned earlier, work-
ing fathers reported greater use of discipline and more negative emotion ex-
pression (e.g., anger} with their children on days that were more interperson-
ally stressful at work (Repetti, 1994). Even interactions with infants appear to
be influenced by social stressors at work. Costigan, Cox, and Cauce (2003) found
that a more negative interpersonal workplace atmosphere experienced by moth-
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ers predicted the quality of parenting behaviors displayed by both mothers and
fathers 3 months later; negative (e.g., intrusive) behaviors increased and posi-
tive (e.g., stimulating and sensitive) behaviors decreased.

Another way that stress can be introduced from the parent’s workplace
into a child’s life is through its impact on the marital relationship. Daily report
studies have demonstrated a same-day linkage between stressors at work and
both social withdrawal and tension in marital interactions (Bolger, Delongis,
Kessler, & Wethington, 1989; Repetti, 1989; Schulz, Cowan, Cowan, & Brennan,
2004; Story & Repetti, 2006). Studies on paths of stress and emotion flow sug-
gest that tension in the marital relationship influences parents’ interactions
with their children (Almeida, Wethington, & Chandler, 1999). Therefore, any
impact that work stressors have on the marital dyad may also be echoed in the
pareni—child dyad.

Autonomy and Complexity

Two job characteristics—control or autonomy and cognitive complexity—are
thought to influence child-rearing values and socialization practices. Melvin
Kohn, who studied under Urie Bronfenbrenner, theorized that work environ-
ments influence personality tendencies, which then shape parenting values and
behaviors (Kohn, 1969; Kohn & Schooler, 1982). Because autonomy and com-
plexity are more stable characteristics of a job than are the stressors discussed
earlier, they are more closely tied to the skills and personal qualities that are
required of the worker and are therefore more closely linked with social class.
Kohn and Schooler (1982) found that middle-class jobs involving more autonomy
and complex tasks socialized workers to be more oriented toward self-directed-
ness, whereas working-class jobs socialized workers toward greater conformity
and obedience to rules and supervisors. Their conclusion was that the
occupation’s socialization of workers’ values translated into qualitatively differ-
ent parenting practices.

This line of inquiry has continued, with studies suggesting that greater job
autonomy and complexity is associated with a host of more positive and effec-
tive parenting practices, including an emphasis on internalization of social norms
by children instead of the use of direct parental control (Parcel & Menaghan,
1993), less restrictive parental control (Mason, Cauce, Gonzales, Hiraga, & Grove,
1994), greater parental acceptance of children and less authoritarian parenting
(Grimm-Thomas & Perry-Jenkins, 1994), more use of inductive reasoning with
children (Whitbeck et al., 1997), and less harsh parenting (Greenberger et al.,
1994; Whitbeck et al., 1997). In addition, parents who report greater job au-
tonomy and work complexity have been found to be more warm and responsive
(Greenberger et al,, 1994) and to provide home environments with more emo-
tional support and intellectual stimulation (Cooksey, Menaghan, & Jekielek,
1997; Menaghan & Parcel, 1991; Parcel & Menaghan, 1994),

Thus, research suggests that the degree of autonomy and complexity in
parents’ jobs is associated with child-rearing values and behaviors that are, to
some degree, consistent with the behaviors needed for success at work. How-
ever, selection is a powerful force in this process. An individual’s intellectual
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capacity, educational background, personality, and values limit the range of his
or her potential jobs or careers. Because these individual variables also shape
parenting, it is critical that the causal paths connecting social class, job selec-
tion factors, and job characteristics be carefully considered in any effort to un-
derstand how occupations are linked to parent socialization practices (see, e.g.,
Greenberger et al., 1994). Unfortunately, teasing apart the unique effects of job
characteristics from the characteristics of the individuals that select into these
jobs is a research goal that has rarely been met.!

Few studies have uncovered significant associations between parent job stres-
sors and child developmental outcomes and, when these associations have been
found, the effect gizes have been small (see Repetti, 2005). However, evidence
for an impact of job stressors on the quality of family relationships has been
much more consistent. When overload and social stressors deplete an employee’s
physical, cognitive, and emotional stores, the effects at home can range from
less parental attention and monitoring and greater social withdrawal to more
interpersonal conflict. In addition, child-rearing values and behaviors may be
shaped to some degree by the autonomy and complexity that parents experi-
ence at work. Of course, there is no simple equation to characterize how par-
ents’ responses to experiences at work shape their behavior at home. A host of
individual and family variables—such as sociceconomic status, personality traits,
psychological distress, and family conflict—influence work—family dynamics.

Time at Work

Jobs and families have been described as “greedy institutions” that require much,
meluding commitments of time, from their members (Coser, 1974). An economic
analysis points to the family’s fixed budget of time; by working more hours in
the labor market, the family has fewer hours to spend together, and vice versa
(Leibowitz, 2005). In a Dutch sample, fathers who spent more time at work
spent less time in activities with their adolescent children, although no such
effect was observed for mothers (Dubas & Gerris, 2002). On the one hand, more
time in the labor market usually means that more goods can be purchased for
the family, including basics such as better housing and food. On the other hand,
unpaid labor in the home, such as the care of children, shopping, and meal
preparation, also benefits the family, The question heve is this: What kinds of
time commitments at work detract from a healthy family environment?

Long Hours

Time demands at work are increasing; since 1970, the number of Americans
working more than 50 hours per week has gradually increased, with jobs that
entail long hours more likely held by fathers and by employees with higher

‘Brooks-Gunn et al. (see chap. 10, this volume) provided an interesting discussion of how
parallel selection factors challenge eausal modeling in neighborheod effects research.
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educations (Barnett, 2006).7 Across the globe, working parents lament the loss
of time with their children resulting from demands on the job (Heymann,
Simmons, & Earle, 2005). A recent report from the Pew Research Center showed
that among working mothers in the United States, only 21% felt that full-time
work was the ideal situation for them, Jown from 32% who expressed that opin-
ion 10 years ago (Taylor, Funk, & Clark, 2007).

Although longer work hours can be stressful, researchers have not found a
reliable agsociation between work hours, per se, and individual well-being out-
comes. In fact, the length of the workweek is often associated with positive
individual outcomes, such as better physical and mental health. That may be
because more work hours are associated with increased income, more oppor-
tunities for advancement, greater job security, and greater access to health
insurance and other benefits. Moreover, according to the “healthy worker ef-
fect,” parents who feel most able to manage both job and family are the most
likely to work longer hours, whereas parents in poor health reduce their work
hours. When time spent commuting is considered, however, the story may be
different. For example, in a study of rail commuters, Evans and Wener (2006)
found that longer commutes were associated with elevations in cortisol, a stress
hormone. :

The association between time spent in work-related activities and family
outcomes is complex. A daily report study found that when hushands spent
more hours working (this measure included both paid and unpaid work), both
they and their wives described less warmth in their marital interactions that
day (Doumas, Margolin, & John, 2008). In another study, longer driving com-
mutes predicted more gelf-reported negative mood when employees arrived home
(Novaco, Kliewer, & Broquet, 1991). Excessive time spent commuting on public
transportation interferes with the establishment of family routines, especially
among single mothers (Roy, Tubbs, & Burton, 2004). Despite the fact that longer
work hours are associated with scheduling difficulties at home and perceptions
of work—family strain, in two-parent families they are generally not linked to
more marital strain, less marital companionship, or a lower quality of the home
environment provided to children (Barnett, 2006).”

Tn dual-earner families, more maternal work hours are associated with
greater father involvement in household labor and child care. For example,
Crouter, Bumpas, Maguire, and McHale (1999) found that when wives worked
longer hours, fathers were significantly better informed about their children’s
daily activities, whereabouts, and companions. In a study of seasonal changes
in work hours, Crouter and McHale (1993) showed that fathers whose wives
were employed during the school year but not in the summer had better knowl-
edge of their children during school months, a pronounced drop in knowledge
over the summer, and then a sharp increase when their wives returned to work
the following school year. Increases in paternal involvement and knowledge

2Hee chapter 2 of this volume for a longer historical perspective on worlding time and American
families.

¥The probability of divoree does increase as wives work more hours. However, the direction of
causality is not clear becanse women anticipating a divorce may geek to increase their financial
security by working more hours, and time spent at work may be a way o avoid the kind of severe
marital diffienlties that precede a divorce (Barnett, 2008).
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may explain Barnett’s (2006) finding that, in a sample of dual-earner families,
fathers rated the quality of their experiences in the parental role more posi-
tively when their wives worked longer hours.

The best predictor of family outcomes is not the objective number of work
hours but the subjective experience of those hours, such as the fit between par-
ents’ work schedules and their families’ needs, and feelings of role overload
(Barnett, 2006). This pattern is congistent with research reviewed earlier con-
necting perceptions of work overload with disruptions in marital and parent—
child interactions.

Nonstandard Hours

Barnett’s (2006) review of the literature shows that the distribution of parents’
work hours over the day is more important for families than is the absolute
number of hours that parents work, Among shift workers, night, evening, and
rotating shifts are far more disruptive than is the day shift. In general, people
who are more socially and economically disadvantaged are more likely to work
nonstandard schedules {(weekends or nonday hours), although education does
not show a linear association with nonstandard hours. Shift work is mostly
found in relatively low-paying service sector jobs (e.g., cashiers, truck drivers,
sales workers, waiters), and future job growth in the United States is projected
to be disproportionately high in these occupations. Single mothers are also more
likely than married mothers to work nonstandard schedules. In two-parent,
dual-earner families, working nonstandard hours is more common among
younger, less educated parents and among those with more children. Younger
child age is also associated with greater likelihood that parents work nonstand-
ard schedules (Barnett, 20086).

One reason mothers and fathers choose nonstandard schedules is to maxi-
mize the amount of time their children are cared for by a parent. For example,
mothers may try to synchronize employment hours with children’s school sched-
ules and, in two-parent homes, “tag team” work hours with a spouse (Bianchi &
Raley, 2005). There do appear to be some immediate benefits to this approach.
Research indicates that when wives work nonday shifts, fathers spend more
time on homework and child care, know more about their children’s activities,
and receive more disclosures from their childven (Barnett & Gareis, 2007; Staines
& Pleck, 1983). However, some of these short-term advantages to shift work
may be offset by long-term disadvantages. For instance, dual-earner couples in
which wives work nonday shifts report more overall work-family conflict (Staines
& Pleck, 1983). When both parents work full-time, night, evening, and rotating
shifts are far more disruptive of family routines and relationships than is the
day shift. Most men working nonstandard shifts report a decrease in their func-
tioning in the family (Barnett, 2006).> For poor single mothers, the situation

Tt is interesting to note that wives who worked longer hours deseribed their own parent role
more positively, but they also reported more work—family conflict and more psychological distress
{Barnett, 2006).

“There is also evidence of the negative effects of shift work on men's individual health outcomes
{especially true for night and rotating shifts). The symptoms irclude sleep disturbance, fatigue,
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can be extreme, with some women taking on responsibilities for full-time
caregiving during the day and full-time employment at night (Roy et al., 2004).

Among two-parent families, it may be more important to consider the de-
gree of overlap in parents’ work schedules than the impact of one spouse’s shift
schedule alone. The most obvious consequence when one parent’s time at work
does not overlap with the school and work schedules of the rest of the family is
the limited time that the members spend together. Families with school-age
children tend to live in syne with the rest of the world but out of sync with that
parent, making it difficult to develop or maintain family routines and rituals
(Crouter & McHale, 2005). As Fiese and Winter (see chap. 4, this velume) pointed
out, structure and routine are valuable resources used by families in child rear-
ing. When a parent works a nonstandard shift, even the family dinner—one of
the most common family rituals—may be a rare event (Presser, 2005). Shift
work also reduces couple time at home, so that parents have less time for their
own relationship building. Perhaps it is not surprising that among dual-earner
couples there is greater marital dissatisfaction when either spouse works a
nonday shift and in families with children the odds of marital disruption are 2.5

" {imes higher when wives work nights (Barnett, 2006).

When shift schedules are voluntarily chosen, the likelihood of any negative
outcome 1s reduced (Barnett, 2006; Staines & Pleck, 1983). However, most people
do not voluntarily choose nonstandard schedules; the seniority that often con-
fers greater schedule control is typically not achieved until a time when chil-
dren are past school-age. Perry-Jenkins (2005) found, for example, that the of-
ten random nature and timing of overtime work for the working-class parents

_in her study caused difficulties, such as the need to arrange child care at the

iast minute. As she pointed out, the level of control over scheduling extra hours
at work that is possible for most professionals may explain why long hours do
not have uniform associations with family functioning.

Long work hours can add stress to, and reduce time spent with, the family, but
it is the subjective experience of those hours and the way that they are distrib-
uted over the day, rather than the mere number of hours spent on the job, that
appears to be most important. Nonstandard shift schedules, particularly when
they are not voluntarily chosen, can add chaos to family life.

Arranging Time and Care for Children and for Family Health

Family-friendly employer benefits, supportive federal policies, and reliable child
care constitute eritical components of the larger work—family context. In the
United States, some employer-provided benefits that can help workers manage
their responsibilities at home, such as paid holidays, vacation, and sick leave,
are common for full-time workers. (Other paid benefits, such as paid personal
leave, assistance for child care, and on-gite or off-site child care, are rare. Con-
versely, unpaid family leave has been much more common, especially after the
late 1990s with the enactment of federal legisiation (Ruhm, 2005). Workers at

gastrointestinal ailments, trouble concentrating, headaches, and substance use or abuse (cigarettes,
caffeine, and other stimulants), as well as heart disease and other illnesses (Barnett, 2006).
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smaller companies as well as part-time and less-skilled workers have access to
fewer employer-provided protections and opportunities in the United States
(Henly & Lambert, 2005; Ruhm, 2005).5 :

Ruhm’s (2005) review shows that, compared with European countries, the
U.S. labor market is one with long work hours, short vacations, limited avail-
ability of parental leave, and little support for child care. He further describes
economic analyses indicating that many Americans willingly trade off more
time at work and less workplace flexibility for increased wages. In other words,
employers provide and the government mandates few family-friendly benefits
because the public’s behavior and choices reveal a preference for higher wages.”
U.8. government policies are aimed at maintaining high employment rates and
maximizing individual earnings as well as national income. As Ruhm (2005)
concluded, within this context, balancing increaging job responsibilities with
the needs of families through employer actions, or government-mandated poli-
cies, such as those that would increase paid leave and child-care options, is
expensive and controversial.

Paid and Unpaid Leaves

The Family Medical Leave Act (FMLA) requires public agencies and large em-
ployers to offer 12 weeks of unpaid leave for employees to care for babies, sick
relatives, or their own health problems. Workers may be required to first use
accrued sick leave or vacation time; however, health insurance continues dur-
ing the leave (Ruhm, 2005). There are often hidden costs for using up all paid
leaves prior to the return to work, a strategy that is often voluntarily adopted
by mothers to maintain income during a maternity leave. One major cost, after
the mother returns to work, is the accumulation of unexcused absences (e.g., to
care for a sick baby or keep appointments with the pediatrician) that result in
written warnings and other penalties, such as pay docking (Perry-Jenkins, 2005).
The Project on Global Working Families, which interviewed working parents in
six countries (Mexico, Botswana, Vietnam, the United States, Russia, and Hon-
duras), found that in all the countries that were studied, when children are
sick, poor parents find it difficult to make arrangements for their care, such as
getting leave time from their jobs (Heymann et al., 2005).

Unfortunately, poverty and illness go together. One study found that it
was quite common for poor working mothers in the United States to care for
children or elderly relatives with chronic illnesses. These women often lost or
resigned from full-time jobs because of the hospitalizations, frequent medical

‘However, even when family-friendly policies are available to employees {(e.g., allowing
employees to pay for child ecare with pretax dollars), they may not be used to maximum benefit, at
least not by working-class parents (Perry-Jenkins, 2008).

"Employers who voluntarily offer extensive family-friendly benefits that are not required by
the government may attract a disproportionate number of employees who expect to take advantage
of the costly benefits. Because these benefits are likely to be financed by lower wages, individuals
who do not expect to use them will avoid those companies, ITn that seenario, the family-friendly
benefits are even more expensive because they are spread over a high concentration of people who
use them rather than being pooled with many employees with lower expected benefit use (Buhm,
2008).
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appointments, and other heavy caregiving demands that they faced (Burton,
Lein, & Kolak, 2005). It is interesting that the most common reason for taking
FMLA leave is for one’s own health problems, not for care of newborns or newly
adopted children (Ruhm, 2005).% However, employed mothers in low-wage jobs
often ignore their own health symptoms and postpone regular checkups and
treatment in order to keep up with their work and family responsibilities (Bur-
ton et al., 2005).

Child Care

The cost of child care is a great challenge for many working families. Employed
single parents have a particularly high cost burden because a larger percentage
of their total family income is spent on child care, even though single parents
use the cheapest sources of care. Free child care (usually provided by grandpar-
ents and other relatives) is used disproportionately by workers with the fewest
resources in terms of earnings and education (Ruhm, 2005). Some research sug-
gests that working-class families in the United States have lower quality care
arrangements than do either poor or high-income families. They earn too much
to receive child-care subsidies or support but too little to afford the cost of high-
quality child care (Perry-Jenking, 2005).°

Unpredictable and nonstandard work schedules present the greatest diffi-
culties. Even though many parents choose shift work as a way of avoiding
nonparental care for their children, the majority of low-gkilled single mothers
in the United States cite labor market rather than child-care reasons for worlk-
ing nonstandard hours (Henly & Lambert, 2005). Unfortunately, it is rare for

“providers to offer child care at times that can accommodate nonstandard work

schedules, such as weekends, late evenings, or early mornings (Henly & Lam-
bert, 2005). Most U.S. parents working nonstandard hours rely on informal
care, especially relatives, and multiple arrangements. Many low-wage workers
must also cope regularly with unpredictable schedules, which means that par-
ents often must patch together a plan both within and outside of the formal
child-care sector at the last minute. Even when provisions can be made, the
process is hectic, stressful, and sometimes inadequate (Henly & Lambert, 2005).'°

It is common for low-wage parents, especially single mothers, shift work-
ers, and workers with some unpredictability in their hours, to use a collection of
multiple formal and informal arrangements for child care; this usually consists
of a primary arrangement and then one or more auxiliary caregivers who supple-
ment that care on either a routine or a “just in case” basis (Ilenly & Lambert,
2006). Depending on their ages, children may also spend some time alone at

80ne reason is that many women eligible for maternity leave under the FMLA already had
rights to job absences under other workplace benefits and state and federal laws (Ruhm, 2005).

$See chapter 9 of this volume for a discussion of how family and child-care variables can
function synergistically to influence child development.

WPyeliminary research in The Netherlands has not uncovered any negative effects on child
development associated with greater use of flexible options in child-care centers, such as extended
hours and evening meals, when they are available (De Schipper, Tavecchio, Van 1Jzendoorn, &
Linting, 2003). '
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home or in the care of siblings. The international study mentioned earlier found
that serious accidents can occur under these circumstances. Moreover, among
poor and single-parent households in the third-world countries that were stud-
ied, older children, especially girls, were often taken out of school to provide
care for younger siblings or cousins (Heymann et al., 2005).

Although child-care quantity and quality do not appear to be important
mediators of the effects of parental work on child developmental outcomes
(Korenman & Kaestner, 2005), that does not mean that families do not benefit
when children ave in reliable, safe, high-quality care. A parent’s peace of mind,
predictable schedules, and child comfort make for a better family climate,
whereas shifting and unpredictable child-care arrangements contribute to a
chaotic environment for children (Henly & Lambert, 2005).

dob Loss and Unemployment

Unstable employment is a major source of chaos for the family. The loss of a job
is not a single stressful event; it leads to a cascade of secondary stressors, most
resulting from the sudden change in finaneial circumstance, such as moving to
less expensive housing or deferring payment on household bills (Price, Friedland,
& Vinokur, 1998). Everyone in the household is exposed to these downstream
effects, so it is not surprising that secondary stressors also affect the spouse’s
mental health and degrade the quality of the couple’s relationship (Howe, Levy,
& Caplan, 2004). Children also react to the changes in the family. For example,
parental job loss predicts initiation of smoking in early adolescence, an effect
that is observed even after controlling for socioeconomic status, educational,
and parenting characteristics (Unger, Hamilton, & Sussman, 2004).

The impact of job loss is much more destructive when it leads to a pro-
longed period of unemployment. Research in Scandinavian countries mdicates
that a decline in the functioning and well-being of the unemployed parent can
have profound effects on the family. A hirth cohort study found that unem-
ployed parents are at increased risk of drug abuse, violence, and out-of-home
placements for their children (Christoffersen, 2000). Of course, unemployment
does not always have such devastating effects. However, whatever the reper-
cussions for the family, they are magnified when there is only one parent in the
home and, unfortunately, unemployment rates tend to be higher among single
parents (Strom, 2001). In two-parent homes, the negative effects on well-being
spread to the other parent, and long-term unemployment in either spouse in-
creases the risk of divorce, particularly for couples with limited financial re-
sources (Strom, 2003).

Parental unemployment also has direct effects on children. Mothers’ long-
term unemployment has been associated with an inereased risk of serious child
abuse, even after controlling for the other adverse family factors linked to un-
employment (Christoffersen, 2000). The outcomes for offspring include more
psychological and physical health problems and serious accidents (Strom, 2001,
2003), as well as higher rates of hospitalization, psychiatric problems, suicide
attempts, and prison sentences (Christoffersen, 2000). Research conducted in
Slovakia found that paternal unemployment lasting more than I year was linked
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to lower self-rated health among adolescents: this was true even after control-
ling for the father’s education, perceived financial stress, and family affluence
(Sleskova et al., 2006).

Selection factors are a very important consideration in any analysis of the
effects of unemployment. Moreover, characteristics that increase a parent’s
chance of becoming unemployed, such as mental health problems and drug abuse,
are also aggravated during the period of unemployment. In addition, couples
often share risk factors for becoming unemployed, such as poor educational
background and regional employment rates, resulting in a phehomenon some-
times called “couple unemployment” whereby spouses of the unemployed are at
higher risk for unemployment themselves. But selection factors do not explain
all of the effects, especially during periods of high unemployment. In fact, most
of the findings cited earlier controlled for the effects of adverse selection on
unemployment, with the exception of one critical variable. Of all the risk fac-
tors for, and mediators of, job loss and unemployment, low income is by far the
most significant. Jobs that pay poorly are less stable, and economic hardship is
the dominant mediating force for all of the major effects of unemployment on
families (Strom, 2003).

Not only do adverse selection factors get exacerbated and act as mediators
of the negative effects of unemployment, but the picture is further complicated
by processes of reverse causality. For instance, job loss is often due to absentee-
ism and, among employed parents, especially single mothers with young chil-
dren, unreliable child-care arrangements and health problems are the two pri-
mary reasons for missed days from work (Holzer, 2005). Thus, chaos in the
family increases risk of parental job loss, which not only increases economic
hardship but also exacerbates other existing strains in the family. On the other
hand, benefits such as health care, child-care assistance, and flexible working
schedules can help parents be more stable and productive employees (Holzer,
2005).

Integration of Research Findings

The research record is consistent with Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model in
which the parent’s workplace acts as an exosystem, a setting that children do
not directly experience but that nonetheless contributes to their development.
Our review reveals different microsystems—work, day care, home—acting to-
gether and influencing each other, and highlights the kinds of parental work
experiences that can contribute to a chaotic atmosphere in families, Parents’
jobs pose threats to the family when they are unstable and when they are char-
acterized by an overload of responsibilities and demands, distressing interper-
sonal relationships, nonstandard and unpredictable schedules, or insufficient paid
leave time. Inextricable from this mix is the availability of quality child care; the
effects of risky job characteristics are greatly exacerbated when child care does
not meet both the needs of the family and the demands of the workplace. How-
ever, the financial resources that parental employment brings to the family pro-
vide protection against chaos, as is underscored by our discussion of the reper-
cussions of economic hardship resulting from job loss and long-term employment.
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Parent Resources and
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(e.g., time, energy,
finances)

F 3

Chaos in the Family

{e.g., parent—child conflict,
unpredictable schedules,
disrupted family routines,
marital tension)

Parent Job Benefits and
Experiences

{e.g., wages, health care,
social relationships,
workload, schedule)

A J

Parent Stress and
Well-Being

(e.g., emotional and
physical health,
satisTaction, mood)

Figure 12.1. Model of the effects of parent employment on chaos in the family.

A simple model that integrates key findings reviewed here is depicted in
Figure 12.1. It includes the impact that jobs have on the resources that parents
bring to the family, as well as their emotional and physical weli-being. On the
one hand, when a job leads to a reduction in parental investments and an in-
crease in parent stress, there is a potential addition or exacerbation of chaotic
elements in the home. On the other hand, most jobs benefit families; as a job

increases the resources that a parent can invest in the family or enhances a

parent’s well-being, there is a potential reduction in chaos or a strengthening of
the protections against chaos (cf. van Steenbergen, Ellemers, & Mooijaart, 2007).

Investments include the parent’s devotion of time, energy, attention, and
financial resources to the family. Tn addition to wages, jobs usually bring other
resources that can be invested in the family, such as access to health care, a
broader social network, knowledge, and values. According to the research lit-
erature reviewed here, a parent’s time spent at work detracts from family life
when it interferes with the family’s ability to maintain structure and routines.
Interference from work occurs when (a) work hours are distributed in an awk-
ward pattern across the week, such as in nonstandard work shifts; (b) work
schedules are unpredictable and uncontrollable; and (¢) parents cannot arrange
reliable, high-quality child care, either because the costs are prohibitive or the
care that is available does not meet the family’s needs. Workers in low-wage
jobs and single mothers are disproportionately represented in all three catego-
ries.

The second mediator in Figure 12.1 is the parent’s level of stress and well-
being, which can have direct effects on the family’s social environment as well
as indirect effects through their impact on parent investments. An example of
an indirect effect is when stress generated at work detracts from a parent’s
energy, patience, and cognitive stores, leaving less of each to invest at home.
Job stress can also have a more direct impact, as the evidence of negative emo-
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tion spillover indicates. Jobs can also enhance parent well-being in many ways,
such as when employees derive satisfaction, pride, hope, and a sense of control
from their jobs, or when medical benefits mean improved health. Under these
circumstaneces, positive effects on the family are mediated through the parent’s
mood and physical well-being. Of course the model presented in Figure 12.11s
highly simplified. As discussed next, future research will suggest more complex
models with variables that act as moderators and selection factors.

Research Agenda

Our review suggests several promising directions for future research. First, to
observe how parental employment contributes to chaos in the family, research-
ers should focus on unstable jobs, the cumulative effects of different risky job
characteristics, and mizmatches between the demands of a job and the family’s
resources and needs. Second, because the effects of parental employment are
not uniform, investigators must carefully consider the role of moderator vari-
ables, particularly social class, the number and ages of children in the house-
hold, and a variety of social and psychological attributes of parents, children,
and families. These variables help to define the particulars of families’ lives,
and it is those details, in combination with certain aspects of the parents’ jobs,
that determine how the parental workplace adds to, or detracts from, chaos in
children’s lives.

Recognizing the roles of group differences and moderators means choosing
an appropriate sampling strategy in research. One method is to use a random

sample with the expectation that both the sample size and the variability in.

family and job characteristics will be sufficient to detect interaction effects.
However, low-income households are typically underrepresented in studies of
work—family issues, so that the full range of job and family characteristics needed
to identify moderator effects is not always present. Another approach focuses
on more homogeneous subgroups to uncover associations that might otherwise
be too small to obgerve in a random sample. For example, investigators can
address questions about the impact of different kinds of work schedules by fo-
cusing exclusively on single-mother families, or on. two-earner families, or on
families with children within a particular age range (infants, or school-age chil-
dren, or tcens). The varying child-care needs and practices of these different
family types are integral to understanding how work hours affect family rou-
tines. In the absence of very large samples that can distinguish among the vari-
ety of consequences of work hours that would likely emerge in diverse sub-
groups, it is more productive to focus on subpopulations in which the effects
might be more consistent and therefore easier to detect.

Our third suggestion, therefore, is for more detailed, descriptive investiga-
tions of groups of families who share certain features. The complexity of the
work—family interface really comes to life in research studies that provide a
close-up view of families as they cope with job demands (e.g., Perry-Jenking’
2005 study of working-class families, Burton et al.’s 2005 study of low-income
families, Henly and Lambert’s 2005 investigation of low-skilled and hourly wage
job holders). The particulars and nuances of families’ lives tend to get buried in
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the general trends that are the focus of large-scale investigations. Our experi-
ence with this type of research has been through the Alfred P. Sloan Founda-
tion Center on Everyday Lives of Families at the University of California at Los
Angeles. This interdisciplinary research center created a digital video archive
of the daily lives of middle-class, dual-earner families over the course of an
average week. With these data we observe naturalistic social interaction and
the regulation of emotion within families (Ochs, Graesch, Mittmann, Bradbury,
& Repetti, 2006). For example, among the fathers, more socially distressing
days at work were followed by higher levels of cortisol at home in the evening
(Saxbe, Repetti, & Nishina, 2008). Other analyses indicate that these fathers
are often ignored by their children when they return home from work {(Campos,
Graesch, Repetti, Bradbury, & Ochs, in press). Our videotapes show parents
sometimes struggling to cope with their children’s busy schedules, echoing in-
creases in the number of Americans who report “always feeling rushed” in na-
tional surveys (Bianchi & Raley, 2005; see also chap. 4, this volume). This situ-
ation was highlighted by Bronfenbrenner in his rather alarming statement that
“the hectic pace of modern life poses a threat to our children second only to
poverty and unemployment” (Father of Hum Ec Dies, 2005, ¥ 13).

A focus on the particulars of family life also makes clear that jobs are not
randomly distributed in the population. Our fourth suggestion is that research-
ers take selection factors inte account when addreasing questions about the
effects of work on family life. The same variables that are associated with rigk
for chaos in the family—for example, parent education, personality, and level of
functioning—also help to determine the kinds of jobs that parents hold and
help to shape their experiences at work. Many of those risk factors are, in turn,
exacerbated by stressors at work or the loss of a job creating a complex cycle of
influence. We believe that ignoring the role of selection factors and the dynamic
ways in which they are entangled with and influence family processes will only
limit an understanding of how parents’ jobs influence their families.

Finally, we encourage a search for general factors outside of the home that
impede parents’ functioning and interfere with family life. Although our chap-
ter focuses on the workplace, other than the financial benefits that jobs bring,
we do not believe there is anything unique about them in this analysis. Parents
need to somehow cope, perhaps through a period of social withdrawal, in re-
sponse to any set of daily responsibilities that overload them with too many
tasks, or that sap their energy and patience, or that crowd their minds with
worries. There would be a similar regidue of emotional reaction to any kind of
social interaction that entails conflict or otherwise generates feelings of anger
and frustration, whether those relationships are with family members, neigh-
bors, or coworkers and supervisors. Any rigid, awkward, or unpredictable sched-
ule that is imposed on parents and makes it difficult to be with, and care for,
their children will disrupt family routines and relationships; it does not matter
whether that schedule is determined by college classes, by the needs of an eld-
erly or gick relative, or by a job or career. When it comes to managing the care of
children under these circumstances, ready and reliable assistance from oth-
ers—which can come from a spouse, a grandparent or cther relative, or some-
one who is paid to provide that assistance—is essential. And when parents are
sick, or their children have special needs, such as when they are infants or
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require medical care, mothers and fathers need a break from their other de-
manding responsibilities. That can mean a semester off from school, or an adult
sibling taking over the care of a debilitated elderly parent, or paid leave from a
job. Instead of an approach that focuses exclusively on the workplace, we be-
lieve an approach that identifies general processes in the exosystem that can
impact microsystem chaos is ultimately more consistent with, and will help to
advance, Urie Bronfenbrenner’s goal of a general theory of bioecological devel-
opment.
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